To my fellow members of Mensa, 


And to Caroline Mccullagh, book reviewer of Mensa 
Bulletin for her feedback on some of my previous books, 


on stories in general and the messages they convey. 


To her thoughts, | would like to add the following 
quotation from George Clayton Johnson, co-creator of 


Logan’s Run and a writer for the original Twilight Zone: 


“For me, fantasy must be about something, otherwise it's foolishness... 

ultimately it must be about human beings, it must be about the human 

condition, it must be another look at infinity, it must be another way of 
seeing the paradox of existence.” 


— George Clayton Johnson 


(Quoted in The Twilight Zone Companion, by Marc Scott 


Zicree) 


-Matthew Striegel, August 2024 
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Gunfire greeted the US troops after forcing open the 
door to the government headquarters. It was 2003, and 
after twelve years of uneasy peace, war had once again 
erupted between the United States and Iraq. While 
Saddam Hussein had already fled, his forces were 
determined to keep the Americans from discovering 


whatever secrets the dictator had. 


In the wake of the destruction of the World Trade 
Center by terrorists, the President had mobilized the 
armed forces against Al-Qaeda and the Taliban. Then 
attention also turned to Irag and the possibility of new 


weapons emerging from that quarter. 


These events were what had brought Sergeant Elaine 
Beaumont and her squad to the main street of Baghdad. 


Now, they found themselves facing enemy fire from the 
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front door. She grabbed a grenade from her belt, pulled 


the pin with her teeth and threw it. 


“Fire in the hole!” she shouted. Her men drew back 
as one and she smiled inwardly at their discipline. A good 
group, all of them. Most were from the Midwest as she 
was, and had the Midwest values of hard working and 
integrity to begin with. It had been a relatively simple 


matter to forge a well trained unit from them. 


The explosion flashed, causing her to shield her dark 
eyes. Dirt and shrapnel bathed her skin with destruction, 
but nothing broke skin. Pushing her raven hair back, she 


ran forwards, holding up her machine gun. 
“Go! Go! Go!” 


They ran behind her into the open hallway. Enemy 
fire rained around them. One of her men fell. Elaine 


cursed and returned fire, avenging her comrade. They 


pressed forward to their goal: a control room that 
contained several of the surveillance cams for the 


building. Other squads were responsible for other wings. 


Reaching their objective, they shot down the soldiers 
on duty and shut off the communication the enemy was 
using. 

“Area secure,” Elaine spoke into her walkie talkie. 

A moment later, Colonel Dressler, their commanding 
officer, entered. Two other men accompanied him. One 


was tall, blond and wiry while the other was shorter, 


darker and heavier. 


“Sergeant Beaumont, Agents Ross and Hailey, CIA,” 
Dressler introduced them. “Leave half of your squad 


here, and bring the rest with us.” 


“Yes sir.” 


They were led into another office. Computers and 
boxes of paperwork were being pulled up. They were led 
to assist in this effort. Elaine grabbed a box and her men 


followed suit. 


Black vans pulled up to the front door, or what was 
left of it. Ross opened a side door, and motioned them in. 
Elaine made a move to drop her box in, but he shook his 


head. 


“You're coming with us, Sergeant. We will need to 


keep as few people around as possible.” 


“Since you’re already here,” Hailey began, but trailed 


off. 


“Right,” Ross agreed. “And remember, whatever is in 


these files is strictly classified.” 


She followed her unit into the vehicles. Behind them, 


they could still hear gunfire and explosives in the 


distance. Little did they know, a new conflict was 


beginning under their very noses. 


“What on earth is Apsu?” 


Elaine turned around to look at one of the analysts 
pouring over the data they had seized from Saddam 
Hussein’s headquarters. They were in a safe house 
outside the city in an undisclosed location. Dressler had 
ordered them to guard the safe house and follow Ross 


and Hailey’s orders. 


The weeks since had been fairly routine. A roadside 
bomb to diffuse here, an insurgent cell to take out there, 
they had faced challenges that were dangerous but not 
unexpected. Things suddenly changed when she heard 


the rhetorical question. 


“Did you say Apsu?” she asked the technician. 


He nodded “Yeah. Some kind of dig up north. Kurdish 


territory.” 
He checked his data again. 
“Near Mar Mattai?” she asked. 
Ross looked up and raised an eyebrow. 
“That’s right. How did you...” 


“Yes, sergeant,” Ross said, walking up to them. “How 


did you know? And why are you eavesdropping?” 


“She could hardly help it, Ross,” Hailey spoke up 
from the other side of the room. The heavier man walked 
up and smiled easily. Early on, Elaine could see that in 
their partnership, Hailey was the good cop to Ross’ bad. 


She had also decided that their roles weren’t all an act. 


“Beaumont’s been cleared for security, same as the 


others,” Hailey continued. “Dressler vouched for her 


personally. She’s that rare leader that commands 


respect, rather than demands it.” 


“I’ve seen little evidence of that, so far,” Ross 
replied. “Beaumont has been competent, but that’s it. 


Now, what about Apsu?” 


Elaine’s eyes narrowed. Bad cop, bad attitude. Well, 


she’d remain professional and unintimidated regardless. 


“It’s a pre Sumerian civilization. National Geographic 
reported a ruin in the Zagros Mountains that had been 
unearthed in the seventies. It had an old epic that, when 
translated, told about a city called Apsu. Thena 
businessman, a Mr. Zabel, funded a dig that actually 


found it.” 


“Like Schliemann and Troy,” Hailey grunted. 
“Seventies though? Wasn’t that a little before your 


time?” 


He was politely asking her age without asking her 


age, of course. 


“How old are you, and where were you born, 


sergeant?” Ross asked, not politely. 


“I’m twenty three. My hometown is Oakwood, 


Indiana,” she told them. 
“So this magazine was just lying around, was it?” 


“Well...no. My parents were part of the dig that 
found Apsu. I’m actually half Iraqi. My mother and her 


family fled to America when Saddam came to power.” 
“Really? Interesting,” Hailey said. 


“Here’s another mention of Apsu,” the technician 
spoke up. “An invoice for construction supplies to be 
delivered to ‘Apsu project’. Care of a General Malak Al- 
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ana. 


“All right. Try to trace the supply line,” Ross said. He 
pointed to another operative. “You. Get me information 


on this Malak Al-ana.” 
He turned to Elaine. “Anything else?” 


“My hometown has a small community college. My 
parents, Charles and Sherri Beaumont, teach history 
there. They also continue to write articles on Apsu for 
archaeological journals. But their research and exposure 
is limited. They couldn’t come back to do later digs after 
Saddam took over. And most other historians are 
Skeptical of Apsu. They think it’s just a Sumerian site or it 


wasn’t dated correctly or something.” 


She shrugged. “He’s a local celebrity back home, 
though. And I always found it fascinating. | always 
imagined visiting my mother’s homeland. That’s one of 


the reasons | enlisted.” 
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Ross grunted. “Well, if the enemy thought it was 
interesting, then | do too. We'll see what they were doing 


there.” 
i 


As it turned out, Al-ana’s wife and daughter still lived 
in Baghdad. Elaine and a couple others in her squad 
escorted Agents Ross and Haley to the house. Mrs. Al- 
ana was a plump middle aged woman who held her child 
to her bosom and glared at the Americans with fear and 


mistrust. 


She spoke no English, but to Elaine’s surprise, Hailey 
spoke perfect Iragi. The frightened woman confirmed 
that yes, her husband had been stationed in the north on 
some construction project. No, she had not been told 
what it was. Ross had grown more insistent and the 


woman more upset and vehement. 
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Ross then took a step towards her. Reaching out, he 


stroked her child’s hair. 


“You have a beautiful daughter, Mrs. Al-ana,” he said. 


“It would be a shame for anything to happen to her.” 


She pulled away, and began shouting in Iraqi. She 
understood his implication if not his words. The fear in 
her eyes gave way to anger as her maternal instincts 


intensified. 


She yelled at Ross in her own language and Elaine 
exchanged a nervous glance with Hailey. None of the 
others would advocate threatening a civilian, let alone a 
child. She hoped that the man was merely bluffing. 


Otherwise... 


An explosion outside nearly deafened them. Mrs. Al- 
ana scooped up her daughter and ran out of the living 


room. As the intelligence agents cried out and ran after 
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her, Elaine looked out into the street. Their vehicle was 
on fire, the remnants of an IED testifying to the presence 


of insurgents. 


“We've been spotted,” she spoke into her 
communication device. “Insurgents have compromised 


the Al-ana mission. Send backup, repeat, backup now!” 


She and the other soldiers ran back through the 
house into a back alley. Ahead, she saw Ross and Hailey 
chasing Al-ana. She ducked back into a doorway, and a 


door slammed. 


Bullets whizzed past them. Elaine and her soldiers 
ducked, rolled and spun around. Insurgents pinned them 
down from behind. Ross and Haley also ducked, backing 


into the doorway and helping their soldiers return fire. 


A few of the insurgents were hit and the others 


retreated into the Al-ana house. Ross stood up and 
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kicked the door in. Catching up with them, the soldiers 


followed the agents into the back of the next building. 


Running through the empty rooms, they saw Mrs. Al- 
ana being helped into a van. Ross pulled out a smaller 
gun and fired. It evidently had a silencer on it, as Elaine 


almost didn’t hear anything. 


The bullet tore her clothes, but Al-ana didn’t seem to 
notice. She shut the door behind her and the vehicle 
drove off. In the distance, they heard sirens and 


presently, their reinforcements arrived. 
IV 


Back at the safe house, Elaine saw that what Ross 
had shot at Al-ana’s van was, in fact, a type of tracer. On 
a monitor, they saw a blip moving east, towards the 


Zagros Mountains. 
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“Seems pretty straight forward,” she remarked to 
Hailey. “Should | get my squad after them, before they 


have any time to catch up with anyone else?” 


Abruptly, the red blip disappeared. “Hey! What 


happened?” she cried out. 


“If they were smart, they searched for and destroyed 
the tracer before they got where they were really going,” 
Hailey replied grimly. “Still, it gives us a direction. We can 
put checkpoints along the road to the mountains. Maybe 


we can get lucky.” 


“Anything else?” 


Hailey adjusted the map. “Those construction 
Supplies were transported out of Baghdad by a northern 


route.” 
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Ross walked in carrying a stack of magazines. “I had 
these shipped to us express when Beaumont mentioned 


the Apsu dig.” 


He set them down on a table and motioned the other 
two over. “This first one has the discovery of a ruin in the 
Zagros. Another issue mentions the Zabel expedition and 
discovery of Apsu. Beaumont’s parents are even 


mentioned there, just as she said.” 


He stood and went over to the electronic map. After 
punching in a few commands, a red line traced itself from 


Mar Mattai monastery to Iraq’s eastern border. 


“According to the maps in the articles, this line 


contains both ruins.” 
Two red dots appeared on the line. 


“And if we extend this supply route out of Baghdad,” 


Ross continued, hitting a few more buttons. 
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The line from Baghdad extended until it intersected 


the first line at a point next to the mountain dot. 
“Project Apsu?” Hailey asked. 


Ross nodded. “Looks like our best lead. lIl call 
Colonel Dressler. If there’s any weapons development 


anywhere near there, we'll Know soon enough.” 


A few days later, a caravan of hummers drove up and 
parked at the ruins of Apsu. Along the way, they had 
briefly stopped at Mar Mattai for a rest and to ask the 


Christian monks if they had any information. 


They had known of the Zagros ruin before it was 
even located. Local oral tradition said that their remote 
ancestors had lived there for a time, but had abandoned 


it. It was said to be a cursed and haunted place. Its 
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location had been deliberately forgotten until it had been 


rediscovered. 


But they did have a copy of Inana, Queen of Apsu, 
the epic poem discovered in the mountain ruin. Elaine 
had already read it, but watched as Ross and Haley did. 
It told of the ancient Queen Inana, who journeyed to the 


house of Enki, a ruin that existed before the Flood. 


Inana had sought to imprison Death and achieve 
immortality, but had ended up trapped in her own 
magical tablets. At least, that is what the epic had 
claimed. It seemed obvious that the house of Enki was 


the same as the Zagros ruin. 


Elaine’s parents had told her that Mr. Zabel had 
funded the excavation in the vain hope that part of the 
legend would be true. If Enki’s house was real, then 


surely the city was as well. 
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“He had an obsessive fear of death,” her father had 
said once. “Anything, no matter how farfetched, was 


worth investigation if it meant cheating death.” 
“What did he find?” she had asked. 


“He found death, all right,” Charles Beaumont 


answered. “His. Some things should be left alone.” 


He would say no more, and to tell the truth, 
something about the stories did give her the creeps. 
Now, here she was looking on Apsu itself. The caravan 
stopped. Colonel Dressler, having rejoined them before 
they reached Mar Mattai, ordered them to sweep out and 
investigate the ruins. She walked towards the edge of 


the city. 


It was a series of one or two story stone houses built 
in the same basic style that the poor had used for 


millennia. Storerooms and sleeping rooms surrounded a 
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central courtyard for each house. A small unnamed river 
provided water and the surrounding area would have 


been acceptable for farmland. 


They fanned out and walked down the streets. 
Stopping at each house, Elaine would point her gun in the 
doorway, and let the light shine in. Only dust and the 
occasional bit of pottery could be seen. Bones of 
humans, horses and cattle were half unburied here and 
there, giving credence to the notion that this was a 


civilized society. Before their abrupt ending. 


For every building intact, there had to be at least 
three that had been shaken to rubble by an earthquake. 
The epic had told of Inana battling Death himself in a duel 
of raw power, so great and terrible that it had caused 
Apsu to collapse. The survivors had founded the 


civilizations of recorded history. 
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At the center was a fallen tower, the palace of Queen 
Inana, still intact after all these years. She had heard of 
the place from her parents. Heard how Mr. Zabel, in 
investigating the legends of Apsu and Inana, had found 
the queen’s actual skeleton and tablets. Tablets said to 
have written on them secrets of both the living and the 


dead. 


She took a step towards the tower. A window, once 
the top floor window, could be entered. Elaine slowly 


peered in, not knowing what to expect. 
V 


In the beginning, God created the heavens and the 


earth. And God said ‘let there be light.’ 


“Atlas.” 
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He heard his name. Knew it to belong to him. And in 
that moment, knew himself. For to be aware of oneself, 
one must be able to distinguish oneself as distinct from 


everything else. 


The voice speaking to him was someone else. 
Ahead, a point of light could be seen. So there was 


himself, the voice and...what? 


“| AM,’ the voice said. “The creator of you and all 


there is.” 
“Who are you?” Atlas asked. “Where are you?” 
“IAM,” the voice repeated. “Iam here.” 
A shadow moved in front of the light, blocking it. 
“What?” Atlas asked. 


“You see only in one dimension. Now | give you the 


power to see in two, Length and width.” 
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The point of light stretched into a line. He saw the 
shadow again, but there was light on either end of it. It 
moved back and forth, towards and away from him. But 


still, it was only a dark spot against a narrow ray of light. 
“Is that you? Are you...” 


“Moving? Yes. Now see more. See height, as well as 


length and width. See space filled. Observe time pass.” 
Then his vision opened completely. 


He floated in a sea of light, although he didn’t yet 
know what a sea was. In the sea, he saw others. Beings 
with six wings. Beings like himself; somehow he knew 
this. They, in turn, became aware of him. They 


approached one another, looking at each other. 


They reached out to one another, curious. They felt 
one another’s faces and wings. And tried out their new 


voices to speak. The voice that had spoken them into 
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awareness was there too. He had a body of sorts as well, 


but greater and more beautiful than they. 


“You are the seraphim. Beings of light. Light is the 


first thing. Light, and what is between light. Space.” 


They looked at it. They saw that space was a field of 
light and that they were composed of a different 
substance that nevertheless moved in it effortlessly. 

They learned each other’s names and selves. They 
learned that their thoughts and movements produced 


change. And this was ‘time’. 


The One, their Creator, | AM, was not affected by 
space and time. He could move instantly and even 
appear and disappear. But they found that they could 


only move but so far and that for them, it took time. 


“Yes. You see the first thing. Now see the second.” 
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A hand clamped down on Elaine’s shoulder, startling 
her. She turned around and saw Colonel Dressler. Her 


commanding officer had a concerned look on his face. 


“Sergeant, are you all right?” he asked. “You were 


Staring off into space.” 


Space. Elaine blinked and looked around. She saw 
the ruins of Apsu, and her unit patrolling, looking for any 
trace of insurgents. What had she been imagining? Why 
had that weird vision happened? Vision? Daydream? Was 


it just the desert heat? 


She peered into the window of the broken tower. 
Nothing but rubble could be seen. It was hard to tell what 


the layout even was in the dim light. 


“Yes, sir. I’m sorry. | guess my mind was on other 


things.” 
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“The area is clear. | don’t see any sign of Al-ana or 


anything else,” he told her. 


“Colonel. Sergeant,” Ross said, approaching them. 
“I have news. Al-ana’s family was sighted at one of the 
checkpoints. If we get there, we just may be able to 


catch them meeting the general.” 


“Come on,” Dressler ordered. “We’ll round up the 
unit and find out what he was hiding behind the name of 


Project Apsu.” 
VI 


Elaine and Hailey were in a dark room overlooking a 
busy street. People milled about on the road, going about 
their business, unaware that the Americans were 
watching. More specifically, they were looking across the 
street at the other building facing them. The other night, 


Ross had trailed an Iraqi soldier there, convinced that it 
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was a Safe house for Al-ana. He had set up this position 


to stake out the building. 


Elaine had her sights on the window, ready to take 
out any threats. Hailey, however, had a gun with 
tranquilizer darts. His goal was to capture the general 


alive, if possible. 


Sure enough, an older man walked in front of their 
view. They knew it was Al-ana from his pictures supplied 
by previous intelligence. He was speaking in Iraqi to 


another soldier just out of view. 


Hailey brought up his tranquilizer gun. Now would be 
the perfect time to take him down. He nodded to Elaine, 
who hit a signal on her unit’s communication. While the 
majority of Dressler’s soldiers were still headed from Apsu 
to the unknown site, a handful had been sent to help the 


intelligence agents capture Al-ana. 
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They were ready to enter and extract their objective. 
Once Al-ana was drugged and any bodyguards taken out, 
they could move in. Then perhaps they would find the 


alleged weapons that had brought the Americans here. 
Hailey fired the dart. Then disaster struck. 


At the last minute, another man walked in front of 
the window. The dart hit him in the neck and he fell over. 
Al-ana and the other man began yelling, and they ducked 
out of the room. Hailey swore, and Elaine held up her 


own rifle, expecting the worst. 


Sure enough, a moment later, guards ran in, pointed 
their weapons across the street, and fired in their window. 
The Americans ducked behind the window frame. Elaine 
moved quickly around the frame to fire a few return 


shots. 
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Civillans were screaming and running out of the way 
as insurgents clashed with Elaine’s remaining unit. They 
stopped, and opened the door. They stood, ran down the 
stairs, and out the back door. Their vehicle was waiting 
for them in the alley. Her men ran for the safety of the 
armored car, parked behind the building, some struck 


down before they made it. 


As the survivors made it inside and Elaine slammed 
the door shut, an explosion rocked the street. The 
building Al-ana had been meeting was engulfed in flame. 


Any hope of capturing him now seemed gone. 


“Did you manage to get anything at all?” Ross 
demanded. “Any Intel on WMD’s or Project Apsu or 
anything?” 


“We need to get to the project site,” Hailey told him. 
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“Al-ana came here to get explosives. Obviously he got 


them. He’s planning to destroy whatever is there.” 
VII 
And God called the firmament sky. 


Atlas and the seraphim now gathered before I AM, 
their creator. As I AM spoke, the light below them 


separated into layers. Six of them, each a realm to be. 


The packets of light continued to move effortlessly 
through space. Yet now, something new happened. 
Some energy bundles began to drag more slowly than 
others. This resistance to movement and change caused 
them to assume more permanence. Not eternity, not 
removed from time. Yet slower to change. Thus, inertia 


and mass came to be, producing matter. 


Different particles of matter combined into larger 


and still larger clusters. Under the guidance of | AM, the 
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seraphim watched as their realm grew. Streets and 
buildings appeared and they marveled at these new 
things. By placing their hands on the walls, they learned 
that matter couldn’t be passed through, as energy could. 
They walked in and out of the buildings, taking it all in. 
They knew what it all was because they had the answers 


directly and immediately supplied to them by I AM. 
“Yes,” I AM said. “See your place. See heaven.” 


The streets, they discovered they could walk on. Yet 
also, with an extra effort of will, they could pass through 
it, out of heaven. Below was the rest of creation, five 


more strata of cloud and sky. 


“Each a world. Each shaped in time. Return now to 


heaven,” I AM told them. 


They did, and walked to the largest building. A glass 


floor and crystal walls spread out the light of heaven. A 
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throne was there and they bowed before | AM, who sat on 
it. Around the throne of | AM, twenty four smaller thrones 
clustered. With a thought, he produced twenty four 

others to occupy them. Like wingless seraphs they were, 
and born with the knowledge that they alone were meant 


to have. 
The elders bowed, and I AM spoke again. 
“You are with me, here. Always.” 


“What of us, father?” Atlas asked. “What do you 


wish us to do?” 


“You will instruct the next ones,” came the answer. 
“Light is yours to ponder, praise and care for. Matter, 


space and time are for these.” 


Before each seraph, a new creature appeared. 
Winged and with four different faces, they emerged as 


the seraphs had, with their minds gradually coming into 
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view. They were the cherubim; | AM told them without 
words. Atlas learned the name of the cherub before him. 


It was Calculon. 


A bump on the road shook Elaine awake. She 
blinked, confused, still partially in the world of the dream. 
What a dream it was. She brushed her dark hair from her 
eyes and thought how it seemed to have picked up where 


the previous one left off. 


Their armored transport rumbled over the desert 
landscape. Their next objective had been to rendezvous 
with Colonel Dressler at the location where they believed 


the Apsu project would be. Then what? 


She sighed and looked at the window. It was night 
and the pitch blackness reassured them that they were 
alone. In another hour they would catch up with their 
caravan. Dressler was preparing to face a battalion of 


insurgents. 
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Orders of angels. She was reminded of her father’s 
scholarship. The medieval world had spoken of nine 
orders. Of course, that hadn't been drawn from the Bible, 
so much as from Plato. The Greek philosopher had taught 
that there was a creator god, the demiurge, who made a 
universe of spheres within spheres, each one 
corresponding to a planet’s orbit or the stars. Plato had 
relegated the more popular Olympian gods to being the 
overseers of the spheres. All of Homer and Hesiod’s lore 


Plato had dismissed as ‘lies of poets.’ 


When the western world had accepted Christianity, 
they also wanted to keep Plato and Aristotle’s writings. 
So the angels took the place of heathen gods, and the 
Holy Trinity took the place of the demiurge. Of course, 
since there were only seraphim, cherubim, ophanim, 
archangels and angels mentioned in Scripture, additional 


orders were essentially invented. Virtues, dominions, 
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powers and principalities were taken presumably from the 


words of Paul in Romans. 


“Of course,” Professor Beaumont said, “The 
syncretism proved unnecessary in the long term. 
Aristotle, while having some merit in his ethical and 
political writings, was flat out wrong on most of his 


natural science.” 


“We're coming up on Dressler,” Ross said, pointing 
out the front window. Their camp was coming into view. 
They stopped and disembarked. Elaine saluted to 


Dressler as Ross and Hailey addressed the colonel. 


“We're going to have a harder time attacking this 
base than we thought,” Ross told him. “Not only did we 


fail to capture Al-ana, but he’s secured explosives.” 


Elaine was dismissed while the others continued to 


make plans to move out. She stopped by one of the tents 
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where some refreshments were being prepared. Sitting 
down, she accepted a cup of coffee and tried to gather 
her thoughts. She was still tired, and knew that they 


would be rolling out, probably before the sun came up. 
“Elaine? Is that you?” 


She turned and her face lit up. “Nathan Paxton?! 


What are the odds?” 


A soldier with light brown hair and blue eyes came up 
and hugged her. Nathan was from her hometown. They 
had known each other for most of their lives. It had 
amused her that he had the same name as her 
grandfather, just as she had been named after her 


grandmother. 


They had dated off and on throughout adolescence, 
and both enlisted after 9/11. That had been the last they 


had seen of each other for a while, though. Given 
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everything happening here, she hadn’t had time to stay 


in touch with anyone. 
“I thought you were in Afghanistan,” she said. 


“I was. But our unit was one of the ones pulled here 


at the invasion. We're reinforcing your advance.” 
They sat down, and drank their coffee for a moment. 


“Say, is it true that we’re going to Apsu?” Nathan 
asked. “I had only heard about it from your dad. Then the 
term comes up here. I’ve spent all afternoon trying to 


explain it to people.” 


“No, we’ve passed the ruins of Apsu,” she replied. 
“But there’s some kind of classified project that has its 


name.” 


“WM D's?” 
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“Possibly. We think it’s to the east, near the 


mountains.” 


“Like Inana and the epic?” Nathan smiled slightly. 
“You don’t think Saddam had his own necromancers, do 


you?” 


“Ha, ha,” Elaine rolled her eyes. 


“Seriously, though. You got to see Apsu?” 


“Yeah. There’s nothing there but ruins though. Still, 
seeing the place where my parents met. Where my 


ancestors lived...” 


She trailed off and looked around. “Despite 


everything it somehow felt like coming home.” 


“Racial memory or something?” 
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“Or something. You know, my parents had a fit when 
| enlisted. But | remember wondering what if | could see 


my mother’s country? Maybe even help free it?” 
“Not the first time you’ve driven them crazy.” 


They laughed and talked for about an hour before 
Elaine retired for the night. The next morning would 


unfold its revelations soon enough. 
VIII 


Atlas and Calculon stood in space with the other 
seraphim and cherubim. They watched as the ground 
formed at their feet. Looking around, they beheld the 


realm below heaven. 


I AM brought forth something new. Green colored 
matter appeared, soft to the touch and simple in 
appearance. But upon closer inspection, they all could 


see that this new thing was incredibly complex. More 
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than a mere crystal or other material, the green things 
were composed of individual compartments, each one a 
highly organized individual unit. What was more, each of 
these units was capable of replicating or copying itself. 
Thus the conglomerate of cells, for that is what they 


were, grew and changed on its own. 


Some grew into small grasses, and shrubs. Others 
became tall trees, turning this new world into a forest, 
vast and near infinite. The cherubim and seraphim 
watched as this took place. Time passed as the forest 
grew, and they praised I AM and talked amongst 


themselves. 


“Now come forth the ophanim,” | AM declared. 
“They are the guardians of this world. They are the ones 


who travel between realms. Cherubim, stand forth.” 


Calculon stood in front of Atlas. Another being 


appeared into existence in front of him. The ophanim 
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proved to be far different in appearance. Resembling 
wheels within wheels and full of eyes, the ophanim from 
the beginning were restless, eager to explore and ponder 


all that sprang forth from | AM. 


The cherubim began instructing the ophanim in all 


that was. 


The vehicle she was riding in had hit a bump, jolting 
Elaine to attention. The vision faded. Looking around at 
Nathan and the others, they apparently hadn’t noticed 
her going into a trance. That was fortunate; she hadn’t 
yet told anyone about the visions. Nor was she intending 
to until she understood them better. Certainly it wouldn’t 
do to make her comrades fear she would crack under 


pressure. 


Also fortunate was the fact that she could now focus 
on what lay ahead. The caravan approached a bunker 


built less than a mile from the foothills of the Zagros. 
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Enemy soldiers and vehicles caught sight of the 


Americans. 


Shots began to fire on both sides. The ground shook 
as one of their hummers fell prey to a roadside bomb. 


The soldiers poured out, guns blazing. 


Nathan and Elaine made for the front door, their 
comrades behind them. Enemy soldiers were cut down 


and they ran into a hanger. 


Rows upon rows of tables had cut stones, pottery and 
other ancient looking artifacts. Elaine blinked; at first it 
seemed more like an excavation than a military 
operation. Except for the fact that there were several 


Iraqi soldiers with explosives in their hands. 


General Al-ana stood in the middle and began 
shouting orders. Fortunately, suicide wasn’t the order of 


the day. These were soldiers, not terrorists. Indeed, they 
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brought up their guns and pointed them at the 


Americans. 


“Leave this place!” Al-ana shouted in English. “This 


doesn’t concern you!” 


The Americans pointed their own weapons at their 


enemies. 


“Drop the bombs now!” Elaine shouted. “You're 


outnumbered.” 


It was true. Outside, the fighting was already 
winding down. More vehicles were on their side than the 
Iraqis. Apparently, Project Apsu wasn’t as large as they 


had feared. Yet, what was it? 


The Americans saw no evidence of any weapons. 
Indeed, Al-ana had had to get explosives from Baghdad. 
So what secrets were here? And again, why did the whole 


place seem more historical than military? 
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Dressler, Ross and Hailey entered. The Iraqis gripped 
their weapons and explosives, but knew that the battle 


had been lost. 


“Surrender Al-ana!” Dressler shouted. “Do you really 


want your men to die for nothing?” 


There was a tense moment. Then Al-ana shouted an 
order, dropped his own weapon, and put his hands on his 


head. Project Apsu was in the hands of the Americans. 


“We got him.” 


Elaine and her comrades watched as the president 
announced the capture of Saddam Hussein. Over and 
over, the footage of the dictator having his ears nose and 
throat examined played on the news. Ross had wasted 
no opportunity to show their captives that their 


government had now completely fallen. 
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“Your cause is lost,” Ross was telling Al-ana. The 
general was handcuffed and sitting in an interrogation 
room. Dressler and Hailey stood behind him as Ross 
made him watch the footage from a small television on 


the table between them. 


“| have told you already,” Al-ana said calmly. “I don’t 
know what our former leader had in other installations. 
You would have more information than | if you truly 


control the capital.” 
“What is Project Apsu?” Ross demanded. 
“This base. It is a strategic point.” 


“Don’t insult my intelligence! There’s nothing here! 
No Kurdish strongholds, no towns, nothing but that 


archaeological site.” 
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Hailey stepped forward and dropped the old 
magazines reporting both the discovery of the Inana epic 


and of Apsu. 


“Over thirty years ago, there was a document 


discovered.” 


Hailey threw down another bundle. This one was a 
book entitled Inana, Queen of Apsu. It was the 


translation of the ancient epic. 


“Inana was an ancient goddess of love and war,” Al- 
ana replied. “She possessed the Me’ tablets, which 
contained the secrets of creation. She descended to the 


underworld.” 


He shrugged. “What of it? Scholars know these 
things. My people have come to the true faith. Why do 


you ask me questions about mythology?” 
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“General, the question is what did your superiors see 
in them?” Hailey spoke up. “There were those in the 
States who speculated that the myth may have a basis in 


fact.” 


“| don’t believe in angels, zombies and other 
dimensions,” Ross added, folding his arms. “But secret 
knowledge? Well, that’s our business. You want to be 


released? Tell us what you know.” 


“My family is no longer within your reach.” Al-ana 
frowned. “I do have a beautiful daughter. Now she’s safe 


as well.” 


Ross stood and picked up the television. “We’re done 


here. You'll talk later.” 


Dressler signaled for a guard. Al-ana was taken back 
to the stockade that was now being used to house its 


former masters. The agents and Dressler took out the 
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television and placed it back in the office. Then they sat 


down to discuss. 


“Now what?” Dressler asked the intelligence agents. 
“We've been through their records. No weapons 
development. Only watching the mountain pass and 


recovering the occasional artifact.” 


“Artifact,” Ross repeated, musing. “Maybe we need 
to make a call to the Smithsonian. Try to get some 
information on the excavation in 1979. And bring in that 
sergeant we talked to. Beaumont, wasn’t it? She seemed 


to know about this as well.” 
IX 


Elaine was called into the office. Ross had a 


telephone in hand. 


“Ah, sergeant. Please come in,” Ross told her. “I 


would like you to make a call home.” 
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Elaine looked questioningly at him. Dressler and 
Hailey were there as well, and they nodded at her. She 
hesitantly took the receiver and allowed the operator to 
walk her through an international call. She wasn’t sure 


what was going on, although she had an idea. 
“Hello?” 


Elaine felt a pang of both happiness and guilt at her 
father’s voice. Her parents hadn’t wanted her to enlist. 


Nor had she had time to write back home. 
“Dad? It’s Elaine.” 


“Elaine?! Where are you? Are you all right? Sheri, 


it’s Elaine.” 


“Honey?” her mother’s voice said. “Have you been 


hurt? Are you in trouble?” 


“No, mom. l'm all right,” she answered. 
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“Mrs. Beaumont, I’m Colonel Dressler,” her 
commanding officer spoke up. “Your daughter has done 
her duty well. I’m happy to have had her under my 


command.” 


“Thank you, colonel. But what is going on then?” 


Sheri asked. 


“Mr. and Mrs. Beaumont, I’m special agent Ross,” the 
first intelligence agent said. “I understand you and your 


husband were part of the Zabel expedition in 1979?” 


There was a pause. “Yes,” Sheri confirmed 


hesitantly. 


“Your daughter and Colonel Dressler’s unit helped to 
capture an installation with the codename Project Apsu,” 


Ross continued. 


“We were part of the group that discovered Apsu,” 


Sheri confirmed. 
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“Do you know why Mr. Zabel was funding the 
expedition? | made a few inquiries and found that he 


died shortly after. In your town of Oakwood.” 


“Mr. Zabel was afraid to die,” Charles spoke up. 
“More than the normal person. It was an obsession for 
him. He had this crazy idea that there might be some 


truth in the Inana epic. | take it you know about that?” 


“I do. | also called the Smithsonian. Apparently, only 
a few artifacts ever made it back to Washington, and the 


museum liaison, a Dr. Colon, disappeared.” 


Another pause. “I can honestly say | don’t know 


where he is today,” Charles said at last. 
“Why don’t you tell me everything?” 


Charles sighed. “Mr. Zabel was doing his own 
research on a mummy and some artifacts he had brought 


back himself.” 


51 


“That he stole from the expedition.” 
It wasn’t a question. 


“Mr. Zabel assured us they weren’t,” Sheri said. “But 


he wanted to keep the research anyway?” 


“How did he die?” 
“An accident. Some kind of chemical leaked and 
killed him, along with a few other people in the hospital 


where he did his research.” 


“Zabel’s company paid the hospital compensation,” 
Charles added. “Have you contacted the company? | 


believe it’s still in business.” 


“It is and | did. Mr. Beaumont, whatever you found 
there, and whatever Zabel took, the Iraqi government 
was also interested in. Now you’ve been pretty vague 


about what happened all those years ago. If you’re afraid 
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of getting into legal trouble, | can tell you that you need 


to be open with me if you want to avoid that.” 
“You wouldn't believe it.” 
“Try me.” 


“Charles?” Elaine heard her mother’s voice. It 


sounded like they were arguing away from the receiver. 


“Sir, they only told me that an accident had 


happened,” Elaine began. 


Ross cut her off with a gesture. She bit her lip, 
feeling uneasy, but not knowing exactly why. Finally, her 


father answered. 


“I translated some of the tablets Zabel had with him. 
They described theories of matter and energy that 
theoretical physicists only recently discovered. They also 


claimed to possess the secrets of life and death. Zabel 
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tried the procedure outlined on the skeleton that was 


found with them.” 
“Did it work?” Hailey asked. 
There was a long pause. “Yes.” 


The men looked at each other, and then to Elaine, 
who shrugged helplessly. This was new for her as well. A 
secret that had been kept her whole life. A secret that 


sounded completely insane. 


And yet, she knew it to be true. She had never 
doubted her parents’ integrity before, and didn’t now. 
Somehow, somewhere, ancient people had learned 
forbidden knowledge. It had been rediscovered once 
before, in recent years. Apparently, the Iraqi government 


had also attempted to find it. Had they succeeded?” 


“Was it Queen Inana?” Ross demanded. 
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Another pause. “She claimed to be,” Charles said at 
last. “She killed a few people, Zabel included, before we 


killed her.” 
“What of the tablets?” 
“We destroyed them.” 
“Who's ‘we’?” 


“Myself, Sheri, and two brothers, Bronson and 
Curwen Knight. Bronson was chief of police before 
retiring a year ago. Curwen is over Zabel’s company, but 


| haven’t spoken to him in a long time.” 
“I see. Well, Mr. Beaumont, that is quite a story.” 


“I told you, you wouldn’t believe me. But if there’s 


anything else, either in Apsu or the Zagros Mountains...” 


“Thank you, Mr. Beaumont. That will be all for now. 


If we have any questions, we will contact you.” 
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“Elaine?” Sheri spoke up nervously. 


“It’s okay, mom. | love you,” Elaine said, trying to 


sound more confident than she felt. 
“We love you, honey. Be careful,” her father said. 


Ross hung up the phone. “I appreciate your 
cooperation, sergeant,” he told her. “Colonel, if you will 


please dismiss her, we have things to discuss.” 


Dressler nodded at her and she stepped out of the 
office. She walked out to the open hanger, where some of 
her comrades were watching the television. Nathan 


waved her over and she sat back down. 
“Hey, you all right?” he asked. 


“Hmm? Oh, yeah. Sorry,” she replied vaguely. She 
figured that for now, what she had learned about her 


parents would need to be kept confidential. 
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“Sure?” Nathan persisted. 
“Yeah. I’m just tired.” 


He smiled. “Well, we’re off duty. Take a rest while 


you can.” 


He gestured to the television. More optimistic news 
from the home front. “Look at that. Bet we’re back home 


in a few months.” 
“Looks that way now,” she said neutrally. 


Yet was anything how it seemed now? She had just 
learned that there were secrets in this part of the world. 
Secrets that seemed to go back before recorded history. 


What else could there be? 


It sounded like there was nothing related to it back 
home. Her parents had claimed to have destroyed the 
tablets. As for Apsu itself, despite the project’s name, it 


didn’t look like there had been any recent excavations. 
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Indeed, the old epic that had started this whole 
search had specified that the forbidden knowledge wasn’t 
in Apsu itself. Rather it had been brought from the 


mountain stronghold. Had Al-ana found something more? 


She leaned back in the chair and began to doze off 


after seeing the capture footage for the fifth or sixth time. 


X 


Atlas followed the others through both heaven and 
the garden to the remaining unformed realms. He noted, 
to his mild surprise, how small they were in comparison 


to the already completed worlds. That soon changed. 


At a word, a willing of the great | AM’s mind, the third 


realm began to glow brightly and expand. Its stretching 
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and increasing of space also stretched the layers under 


and over it. All of creation grew bigger in that moment. 


There would be so much more to explore, Atlas 
mused. However, first they were to observe the new 


world. It was what mankind would later call the universe. 


Light and matter changed back and forth into each 
other before stabilizing. Over a very long time, as they 
watched and discussed, some of the matter compressed 
on itself, and rubbed together to ignite, emitting energy. 
These bright balls of matter, stars, congregated in 
Clusters due to their gravity, their interaction with the 
surrounding space. These clusters in turn grouped 
together into clusters of their own. Groups of stars. 


Groups of galaxies. 


And all praised | Am for the manner in which it came 
to be. Set objects subject to set laws. Order even in the 


apparent chaos. And as had happened before, | AM 
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formed another race to oversee all of this. Resembling 
the elders in the heavenly realm, only smaller, these 
were the archangels. Their function was to watch over 
this new world, this universe. The ophanim began to 


instruct the archangels in all things. 


Elaine was getting shaken awake and told that it was 
now lights out. She stretched and walked past the tables 
with the artifacts. She realized that she really hadn’t paid 


a lot of attention to them, so decided to take a look. 


One of them caught her eye and made her pause. It 
was a tablet that had been chipped away from a larger 
wall. It was a picture that contained several concentric 


circles. But it was the details that caught her eye. 


The outermost circle was decorated with pictures of 


clouds. The next one had trees and flowers, followed by a 
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circle of stars, two that contained temples and an 
innermost circle of fire. It bore an uncanny resemblance 


to her dreams. 


The next day saw Colonel Dressler addressing the 


squads. 


“We're going to investigate the ruins. According to 
previous reports, there is an old stone facade several 
hundred yards back, leading to a series of caves. You are 
to take your weapons, lights and cameras to record what 
you find. Be careful; we don’t know what kind of booby 


traps Al-ana may have left behind.” 


Elaine and Nathan led the way through the narrow 
pass. Barely wide enough for a horse, the soldiers in their 
body armor and carrying their weapons also had trouble. 


They periodically glanced upward, but only saw sky and 
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sun. It was highly unlikely there would be any enemy 
soldiers waiting here. They had held the fort for a few 
weeks now, So any remaining under Al-ana would have 


surely been detected by now. Still... 


But no one came up to challenge them. After about 
half a mile, the pass widened slightly and they faced the 
great stone doorway. Older than Apsu, older than any 
known civilization, it had little if any adornment. It didn’t 
need any; the stones themselves testified to the antiquity 


of the place. 


Elaine and Nathan walked in silence through the door 
into the foyer. They saw alcoves on either side for guards 
or storage. Further in, they had to turn on their 
flashlights. They were in a large chamber with fire pits 


and bits of iron lying around. 


Iron. Not bronze. 
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Nathan picked up a large wedge that may have once 


been a hammerhead. 


“The epic is true,” he said. “This place and Apsu 
both show that civilization started long before Egypt or 


Babylon or any of those.” 


“Sergeant, we heard your dad is some kind of 


scholar?” one of the men asked. 
“He was.” 
“What is all of this? Where are we?” 


She looked around. To the left, if the epic was 
correct, would be a room where the craftsman, Enki, once 
lived. To the right would be stairs leading downwards to 


hidden cells. 


“The house of Enki,” she said quietly. “It was said to 


be the last remnant of the world before the flood.” 
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“Flood?” another asked. “Like Noah’s ark?” 


She nodded and led them down the left corridor. 
Empty rooms on either side of the hall ended in a larger 
chamber. Elaine half expected to find long dead Enki, 
master of the forges, languishing here with his 


concubines while Inana, Queen of Apsu, met with him. 


“All cultures have accounts of a global flood,” 
she continued, thinking of her father’s teachings and 
lectures. “The world wide deluge is told in at least three 
Sumerian accounts besides the more familiar story in the 
Bible. How such an event worked, and whether ‘world’ 
meant the planet or just the Middle East is up for debate. 
But it’s clear that at some point all of humanity was 


wiped out except for a single family of survivors.” 


“This area’s clear,” Nathan said. “Should we go 


down the stairs and see the underground chambers?” 
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“Wait a minute. How do you know that?” the first 


soldier asked. 


“The epic, Inana, Queen of Apsu,” Nathan replied. 


“Elaine’s parents translated it.” 


“They were some of the translators,” she corrected. 
“And yes, the underground was the most...interesting 


part.” 


They all looked around at one another. Elaine led 
them down the hall, and back to the forges. After this, 
they went down the next hall. Sure enough, there were 


stairs leading down into the darkness. 


Elaine and Nathan held their lights up high, and 
illuminated as many of the stairs as they could. The 
others raised their weapons to defend themselves from 
they knew not what. Somehow, they all sensed that 


whatever was down here wasn’t insurgents. 
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At the base of the stairs, they noted that light was 
coming from somewhere. A fountain stood in the middle 
of a sort of courtyard, surrounded by corridors containing 


multiple rooms. 


They continued to walk, checking room after room. 
Broken bits of tablet lay on the ground of some. Others 
had stone chairs and even fireplaces. Some walls had 


carved writings or diagrams on them. 


They saw in one room, a picture of a large tower, 
with a base at the mountains and a ground floor 
resembling the façade they had entered. Was that 
supposed to be this place? Was the ‘house’ of Enki in fact 


only the base of a much larger structure? 


Animals and plants decorated other walls, with 
descriptions written on the sides and below. The writing 
was unfamiliar, and Elaine remembered that the tablets 


taken from this place by Inana had been written in 
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characters unlike either Sumerian or Apsu. Mr. Zabel had 


found what he believed to be those very tablets. 


Then, despite having no type of guide or key, her 
parents had somehow been able to decipher them. And 
before them, Inana and Enki had too, allegedly. 
Something about the writings themselves conveying the 
thoughts of the writers more completely than any known 


alphabet. As if the writings wanted to reveal themselves. 


Hesitantly, Elaine reached out to touch the wall. Her 
hands felt the cool stone and the carvings underneath. At 


first, nothing happened. 


Then, her vision blurred. Stepping back, she puta 


hand to her head. 
“Elaine?” Nathan asked. 


“Sergeant, are you all right?” another asked. 
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She opened her mouth and tried to form words. But 
none came and her head swam. She staggered a few 
feet forward, and dropped her light. She heard Nathan 
shouting and he was reaching out to steady her. Yet, she 


seemed so tired all of a sudden. She just wanted to sleep. 
Xl 


For the next part of creation, Atlas and the others 
expected | AM to direct them to one of the next realms. 
So they were surprised when instead, he directed them to 
one of the stars in the universe. They had watched the 
universe for periods of time men would call eons. 
Watched stars burn brightly, explode, seed new elements 
into the cosmos, and collapse into black holes or into dim 
and dying dwarf stars. For them, the epochs of time were 
as brief intervals. To them, it was a spectacular display of 


blinking and flickering light. 
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They knew already that some of the stars had large 
bodies of rock or gas orbiting them. Why, they knew not; 
they assumed that it was simply part of the picture I AM 


had wrought. They were to soon learn so much more. 


On a beautiful blue and green jewel of a planet, they 
found | AM. He was standing on one of the land masses. 
They joined him and bowed down. | AM once again spoke 


something into being. 


Living cells, different than those of plants, came 
forth. Creatures came into being. In the waters scaly 
animals with fins emerged, while the skies saw flying 


beasts with feathers. 


And the overseers of sea and sky also appeared. A 
little less than the archangels, these were the angels. For 
a time, seraphim, cherubim, ophanim, and archangels 


interacted with these angels. 
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“One thing more,” I AM said. “Then comes rest.” 


From the dust of their feet, new animals came forth. 
All manner of things, from insects to reptiles, to 
mammals. While they didn’t call them by the names that 
they would be known by later, they still recognized the 


variety of the new life. They praised | AM accordingly. 


Then, something unexpected happened. | AM didn’t 
create another order of angel to oversee these land 
animals. Instead, a creature was formed from the dust, 
and I AM breathed a different life into it. While made of 
matter, like the animals, it was in the shape of an angel. 
It had a soul, an intelligent energy component, like them, 
yet was tied to creation, to substance in a way that they 
were not. They perceived that while weaker than they, | 
AM felt a special tenderness for it, and gave it something 


of Himself that they had not. 
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It was a hybrid creature, flesh and spirit. It would 
have a relationship with I AM that they could not. And 
while Atlas, Calculon, and most of the others marveled, 


some of them wondered, and even doubted. 


“Now it is done,” I AM declared. “It is very good. 
Hear me now. Each has their role and their place. The 
seraphim are over light and the cherubim. The cherubim 
are over matter, space, time and the ophanim. The 
ophanim, the garden and archangels. The archangels are 
over the universe and angels. The angels are over the 
earth and man. Man Is over animals and the seraphim. | 


AM over all.” 


The hierarchy of all things, then, wasn’t a ladder, but 


a loop that came back to the top from the bottom. 


“Yes. The last shall be first, and the first shall be 
last. In this is a lesson. You will have both authority and 


humility. If you would lead, you must serve. Authority Is 
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a Charge to do right, not a license to do wrong. Itisa 
gift, not a right. Allis from I AM alone. Remember these 


things well.” 


Elaine awakened to find herself in a hospital bed. 
She blinked. What had happened? How did she get back 


here? 
“Elaine! You're awake!” 


Nathan was standing in the door, smiling. He came 
in quickly and sat down next to her in the provided seat. 
Elaine sat up and was relieved to see that she was still 


clothed. 


“What did | do back there?” she asked. “I’ve never 


fainted in my life.” 


“| don’t know. You touched one of the stones and 


just collapsed.” 
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“How long have | been asleep?” 


“Almost two days. They couldn’t find anything wrong 


with you. No one else has reacted to the stones either.” 
“What do you mean?” she asked. 


“Agent Ross is determined to find something in 
them,” Nathan told her. “He’s still grilling the prisoners. 


Especially Al-ana.” 


“The stones have nothing to do with weapons of 


mass destruction.” 


“Then why was Saddam interested?” Nathan 
shrugged. “At least that’s what Ross keeps asking. He 


even wants us to start translating ourselves.” 


“How? None of us are scholars.” 
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“There are notes in the base’s records. Not that Al- 
ana is going to help, mind you. Besides, don’t the 


legends claim that they almost translate themselves?” 


“That’s just embellishment, I’m sure. Makes for a 


good story.” 


Still, the words rang somewhat hollow in her own 
ears. Her father had indeed hinted at that. One of the 
few times he spoke about it he mentioned translating the 
tablets of Inana faster than the Apsu inscriptions. This 
despite the fact that it was supposedly a completely 


different language. 


Nathan seemed to be thinking the same thing. “Is 


it?” he asked, knowing they didn’t have the answer. 


XII 


When she was released, Elaine went to the one way 


window where Dressler watched Ross and Hailey continue 
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to interrogate Al-ana. Actually, they had just finished 
another fruitless session. Ross stormed out, followed by 
Hailey. 


“It’s useless,” Ross growled to Dressler. “That man is 


” 
l 


impossible 


“Well, we need to do something with this place,” 
Dressler replied. “If there’s no WMD’s, we need to 
transfer the prisoners, dismantle the base, and move on 


to the next lead.” 


“There’s been no other lead,” Ross complained. “At 


least not from our end.” 
He seemed to notice Elaine for the first time. 
“Sergeant Beaumont. Feeling all right?” 


“Yes, thank you sir,” she replied, mildly surprised at 


his concern. Unfortunately, it wasn’t really concern. 
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“You're half Iraqi,” Ross continued. “Your parents 
know something about Apsu. Would you be willing to talk 


to Al-ana?” 


“You'd think he’d open up to me?” she asked. She 
thought it more likely that Al-ana would consider her to 


be some kind of traitor. 


“We're not getting anywhere with him,” he answered. 
“How about it? Don’t ask him any questions, but maybe 
help break the ice. Convince him we're here to help his 
people, not conquer them. He doesn’t believe we’re 
going to hand the country back to its people. He doesn’t 
believe we aren’t going to use their weapons against 


them.” 


“We only want to destroy terrorists, sergeant,” Hailey 
agreed. “Not the Arab world. But, needless to say, 
there’s a good portion of the populace who don’t believe 


us. If we can reach come kind of accord with this high 
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ranking officer, maybe he can reach out to the insurgents 


and convince them to surrender their remaining secrets.” 
She looked at Dressler, who nodded. 
“All right,” she said hesitantly. 


“We'll be watching you, of course,” Ross said. “And 


he is chained to the table. There’s no danger.” 


Elaine walked in and sat down opposite Al-ana. Fora 
moment, neither spoke. The two searched each other’s 


faces, looking for even a hint of weakness. 


If Al-ana was impressed with the younger woman, he 
didn’t indicate it. Yet, he wasn’t really scornful either. So 


Elaine tried to make conversation. 
“Do you remember me, General?” 


“You're from the occupying force. Why do they send 


you? You aren’t one of the ghosts.” 


77 


He meant the CIA agents. “No, I’m not. | guess they 


sent me to you because my mother is Iraqi.” 
“Truly? How does it feel to be home?” 


She couldn’t tell what he meant by that. It didn’t 
sound mocking or angry. Still, she didn't want to start 
arguing or being defensive. She weighed her words 
carefully, and decided to level things the quickest way 


she knew how. 


“My parents met in 1979, during the Zabel 
expedition,” she told him. She leaned in and lowered her 
voice. “They found and resurrected Queen Inana. | Know 


that necromancy is real. You do too, don’t you?” 


Al-ana raised an eyebrow and leaned back in his 
chair. “The Apsu queen was a pretender. They...” He 
pointed in the direction of the mountain pass. “They 


were the true necromancers.” 
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“How do you know that?” Elaine asked, almost in a 
whisper. He hadn’t tried to deny or show disbelief. Any 
lingering doubts she might have had about all this 


evaporated. 


“The stones declare all,” Al-ana answered. He 
studied her for another moment. “Do you think | was 
trying to give this to Saddam? This terrible wonder? No, 
daughter. When | found what this really was, | kept it 
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secret. | waited for the moment when | could destroy it. 
“Saddam’s downfall.” 


“In the chaos, | thought it would be easy. Instead, 
you Americans dragged my steps, threatened my family, 


and plan to take the secrets for yourselves.” 


Al-ana’s voice grew angry. “Oh, you will say that 
you'd never do anything evil. Only good would come of 


your use. You are the good, enlightened West.” 
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He pointed at the mirrored window where the agents 
and Dressler would be listening. “That one. Ross. You 
don’t think he would do anything, anything, in the name 


of patriotism?” 


He leaned in close. “You aren’t like him,” he 
whispered. “I can tell. Destroy the palace. Better the 


stockade and court martial than the alternative.” 


She stood and walked out of the room. She had 


heard enough. Outside, she faced her superiors. 


“Thank you, sergeant,” Dressler told her. He put a 


hand on her shoulder. “Go get some air.” 


Elaine saluted and walked away as the three men 
murmured amongst themselves. She walked outside. 
The sun was setting and the desert was bathed in 
peaceful golden light. Out here, the revelations and 


implications of the past few days seemed surreal and 
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distant. Like the Genesis revelations she had 


experienced. 


Yet, those seemed real, more real than anything else 
in this whole affair. Elaine ran a hand over her eyes. 
What was even real? What did she trust? Why had she 


ever... 


A hummer pulled up beside her. The window rolled 


down, and Nathan poked his head out. 


“Excuse me. It’s now ten pm. Do you know where 


you are?” 
She grinned and shook her head. “You're stupid.” 


He laughed and stopped the vehicle. “I’m patrolling 


the perimeter. Want to come along?” 


She gave him a wry look, but nodded and climbed in 
the passenger’s side. Nathan drove around the poorly 


made dirt roads. 
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“So,” Nathan said after a moment. “How have you 


been? | mean really.” 


“What do you mean?” 


“Well, when we were dating, | got the impression 


that...” 


“Nathan,” Elaine interrupted. “I said it wasn’t you.” 


“No, | Know that. | mean, why would it be?” 


She laughed. He always had his sense of humor. 


“It’s just that you were restless back home. You still 
are, really. | think you always have been. Like you’re 


looking for something.” 


“Wow,” Elaine said. “You know me pretty well, don’t 


you?” 


“No, really.” 
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“I don’t know. But maybe you're right. Question is, 


what am | looking for?” 
“Purpose maybe? Is that why you enlisted?” 


“Maybe,” she confessed. “Could have been just the 
desire for adventure. I’ve always felt you should make 
the most of your life, while you can. Oakwood is nice, but 
that’s all it is. It’s not the place to make a difference.” 


She paused. “Yeah. | guess that’s what | want.” 


She shook her head. “But if | am, then what are we 


doing here, Nathan? What’s really going on?” 


“| don’t know,” he said again. “I admit it. But maybe 
we are going to make a difference. Right here. With this 


Apsu project.” 


He hesitantly put a hand on her shoulder. “But 


whatever it is, we don’t have to do it alone.” 


“Nathan, | like you. But just as a friend.” 
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Nathan took his hand off. “Sure. No pressure.” 


He almost kept the disappointment out of his voice. 


Almost. 


“I'll be all right,” Elaine said. “I...we... will get a 


handle on this.” 


The sun set and they conversed on safer topics, like 
their training and earlier missions. Eventually, Elaine 
took her leave of Nathan and got ready to settle in for the 
night. He let her out, and drove away, still on patrol. 
Elaine went inside the base and collapsed on a cot in the 
room that had been designated the women’s quarters. 
Soon, she was fast asleep, still drained from the incident 


with the stone. 
XIII 


Atlas led the others through the universe. I AM was 


directing them to travel through the final three realms. 
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The ones that comprised the innermost layers of creation. 


Or, as I AM had said, the realms farthest from him. 


They descended to a grey area. For that’s exactly 
what it was. Atlas stood in something that resembled a 
desert, except the sand was a dark grey. The sky was a 
lighter grey, cloudless and devoid of any type of sun. Yet 
there was light, and it seemed not unlike a day on earth. 


Apart from no sun. 


They walked along the sandy landscape. Nothing 
else could be seen. Miles upon miles drifted by. For an 
hour, a day, or a millennium, they hiked through the 
desert. Time moved so much more slowly here than in 


the universe. If it did at all. 


Motion and change. Yet here, nothing changed. 
Nothing was in motion. Nothing was there at all. Just 


sand and sky. 
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Still, the presence of | AM could be felt, although 
somehow more distant than in the other places. They 


proceeded to the next realm. 


Here, once more, they stood on a barren landscape. 
This one was rocky and the sky was dark. There was no 
sun or moon, but there were clusters of faint orange light. 
Not exactly stars, for they could see they were quite 
small and their heat was fainter than the stars of the 


universe. Still, they provided some illumination to see by. 


A hole in the ground cast more orange light. Atlas 
walked over and peered down. A cavern could be seen, 
brighter and hotter than the surface. The hole wasn’t too 


deep so Atlas decided to jump in. 


As he went through the hole, something strange 
happened. Atlas felt soun around, and found himself 
standing on what looked like the ceiling of the cavern 


from the surface. In the tunnel, however, it was the floor, 
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and Atlas found the hole from whence he ‘dropped’ was 
now at his feet. Looking down into it, he saw Calculon 


peering back, with dark and orange sky behind him. 
“Atlas? What happened?” Calculon asked. 


“I don’t know,” he confessed. “Try to come down 


yourself.” 


Calculon jumped. From his point of view, he was 
Jumping down. But Atlas saw him somersaulting up out 
of the same hole to land with his feet on the same ground 


as himself. 


“The gravity here is the reverse of the other realms,” 


Calculon observed. “Here, it is inverted.” 
“Yes,” Atlas agreed. “An Inverted Kingdom.” 


They were joined by the others. As it was impossible 
to go further ‘down’ without breaking back to the 


‘surface’ of rock and sky, they walked through the tunnel. 
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Gradually, the cave sloped upward, which here meant 
they were going further down, into the heart of this 


subterranean world. 


It grew hotter and hotter. Atlas, Calculon and the 
rest also felt I AM becoming more and more distant. It 
grew harder to move and think after a while. Atlas 
reflected that if it was difficult for them, how much more 


would it be for the humans on Earth. 


Finally, they reached a stopping point. Another hole, 
this one in the ceiling, led to a bright fiery chasm. They 
Jumped up and found themselves in the worst realm of 
all. The final, innermost realm. The grey area had been 
a place of stagnation, of less intimacy with I Am. The 


Inverted Kingdom had felt unpleasant. 


This realm felt actively painful. 
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All good things come from | AM, including existence 
itself. But here, I Am was not. So here, there were no 
good things. No comfort, no joy, no peace, no wellness, 


and no strength. Only a dim self awareness. 
And chaos. 
And fire. 
And pain. 


Then, they found themselves back in heaven. In the 
throne room of I AM, they felt themselves instantly 
healed. | AM’s presence wrapped around each one of 
them like a warm blanket, as if each were the only being 


in existence besides | AM. 


Each felt | AM’s comfort and love. This hadn’t been 
punishment, but warning. The innermost realm, hell, was 
the result of utter rebellion and separation from I AM. It 


was what I AM didn’t want for any of them. Indeed, | AM 
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hadn’t even made it in the sense of making the other 
realms. For the other worlds and their inhabitants 
resulted from I| AM pouring his power and will into them. 
Thus, while creature was separate from creator, it was 


sustained by Him at all times. 


Hell was creation without creator. Since all good 
came from I AM, there could be no good there. It was 


intrinsically impossible. 


Atlas, Calculon, and most of the others clung close to 
| AM, heeding the warning. Yet some of their number 


grew angry. And selfish. 
XIV 


The squad stood at attention as Ross and Hailey 


passed out sheets of paper. 


90 


“All right, listen up,” Ross was saying. “This is a key 
to the hieroglyphs you’ve seen on the stones brought 


here.” 


Cuneiform, Elaine thought as she accepted a sheet. 
It had a list of symbols on the left side with English 


translations on the right. 


“I want you to each select a stone tablet, and try to 
match the inscriptions with what’s on this chart. If 


possible, | want to see if we can decipher anything here.” 


“This may seem strange,” Hailey added. “But the 
Iraqis were engaged in this work while Saddam was in 
power. Possibly for years. Since he seemed to have little 
interest in peaceful pursuits, and since our prisoners 
won't tell us why, we need to find the answers for 


ourselves.” 
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Nathan and Elaine looked at each other. Then, they 
each walked over to a tablet on the open tables. Their 
comrades followed suit, and Elaine looked at the one in 


front of her. 


It was another copy of the diagram she'd seen 
before. The stone that showed a circle within a circle 
repeated six times. Furrowing her brow, she started 
trying to match what she saw on the tablet with what she 


had translations for. 


Presently, she and the others finished. Not 
Surprisingly, they all only had bits and pieces. Not 
enough to form any coherent message in English. 
However, she and the others all noticed a repeating word 


that appeared on all the tablets they had. 
“It’s aname,” Elaine said, almost without thinking. 


“What?” Nathan asked. 
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“This symbol,” Elaine replied, pointing. “I know it’s a 


name. Atlas.” 


“When exactly were you going to tell us all this?” 
Ross asked, folding his arms and frowning at Elaine. She 
had noticed the name, and reported her recognition of it 
to the agents. They had immediately taken her aside to 
the office. 

“Tell you what?” Elaine retorted, more harshly than 
she probably should have done. “That | was seeing 
visions and dreaming dreams? You'd suspect me of 


having PTSD or something.” 


“If you were having problems, it was your 


responsibility to tell your superiors.” 
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“If | was having problems, | wouldn’t recognize it. 
The fact that | could see they weren't ‘real’ should speak 


for itself.” 
Dressler snorted, and tried to stifle a laugh. 


“You've been able to do your duty,” Hailey admitted. 


“Despite this happening for how long?” 
Elaine sighed. “Since Baghdad.” 


A knock on the door sounded, and Dressler opened it. 
Nathan and another soldier came in, carrying one of the 
heavier stones. They set it on the office desk and looked 
at it. It was one of the depictions of creation, or at least, 


creation as the carver understood it. 


“So in your dreams, this Atlas was an angel,” Ross 


began. 


“Seraph,” Elaine corrected, to Ross’ obvious 


annoyance. “They’re a higher order than angels.” 
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“And each dream saw Atlas witnessing a new world?” 


he continued. 


“Yes. It’s strange. Dad always said that every 
culture, religion, and school of thought has its own 
account of the universe’s origin. This one, though, has 


elements of several. The concentric rings here...” 


Elaine pointed to the tablet. “They remind me of the 
Greco Roman and medieval view of the world. Each 
planet or star cluster in its orbital shell around Earth. The 
universe though, the third circle, expanded and behaved 
like the Big Bang Theory. Then the fact that things were 
revealed in stages corresponding to Genesis. The ‘days’ 
seemed to be subjective, but then, we already know time 


can be relative...” 


“Spoken like a true scholar’s daughter,” Ross 


interrupted. 
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“Well she is,” Nathan spoke up. Ross turned around 


and narrowed his eyes. “Why are you still here?” 
Nathan shrugged. “No one ordered me to leave.” 


“Don’t get cute, soldier,” Ross began, and then threw 
up his hands in frustration. “Oh, you’d probably hear 
soon enough anyway. Despite the need for secrecy, you 


soldiers talk.” 


“The rings, or shells, or worlds, or whatever,” Hailey 
said, wanting to get back on track. “What are they 


again?” 


“The outer one is heaven,” Elaine replied. “I’m 
certain. Then the next one, the one that shows a forest, 
is just that. An endless wood between worlds. Between 


heaven and Earth.” 


“A buffer?” Dressler guessed. 
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“Yes, sir. Then the third circle with the stars is our 
universe. Earth is part of that. The last three are that 


grey area, the Inverted Kingdom...” 


“The cave with the backwards gravity,” Hailey 


remarked dryly. 


“And hell in the center. Like the ninth circle in 
Dante’s Inferno.” Elaine shuddered. She had, toa 


degree, felt what Atlas had been feeling in her visions. 


“What about the temples in the grey area and 


Inverted Kingdom?” Ross asked, pointing to the diagram. 


“I don’t know. | saw nothing like that,” Elaine said. 


“Or at least not yet.” 


“And you have no idea why these visions started?” 


Ross asked. 
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“No, of course not. They’ve just been happening. 
Any place, any time, whether I’m asleep or not, they just 


happen. | can’t control it.” 


“No, I’m sure you can’t,” Hailey said soothingly. “But 
whenever you have another vision, you have to let us 


know.” 
“Yes, sir.” 


Dressler dismissed her, along with the others. 


Nathan walked alongside her. 


“Now I’m almost afraid to go to sleep,” Elaine 


grumbled. 


“Why’s that?” Nathan asked. “I mean, no, | don’t 
have any idea why this is happening. But surely, the 


sooner we get the whole story, the better.” 


“Assuming we want to know it.” 
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“I thought you didn’t believe ignorance was ever 


bliss.” 


“No, my dad doesn’t believe that,” she corrected. 


“The jury’s still out for me.” 


XV 


A few more days passed. Elaine had no further 
visions, and wondered if that would be the end of it. After 
all, they were here now, translating the tablets. Maybe 
that had been the purpose of the visions, simply to bring 


her here. 


But that meant something, or someone was guiding 


them. Who? And why? 


One evening, she was reading her bible. Not really 
looking for a particular passage, she was flipping through 


it when Nathan came up to her. She had been sitting in 
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the makeshift break area near the tables in the main 


hanger. 
“Elaine, we have another name translated,” he said. 


She looked up. They had managed to piece together 
a few words based on their similarity to known words and 
context within the various inscriptions. Names were 
harder, as they were more unique and had no English 


equivalents. 


“Imaru,” Nathan continued. “Does that sound 


familiar? From your visions?” 
“No,” she replied. 


“It’s coming up a lot in the inscriptions,” Nathan told 


her. “Almost as much as Atlas.” 


Elaine glanced down at her bible. She had been 


looking at Genesis, ironically the passage that dealt with 
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the pre flood world. Now, here they were, investigating 


alleged pre flood artifacts. 


“The Nephilim were in the world,” Elaine muttered. 


“Men of renown.” 
“What did you say?” 


“Oh, sorry. | was flipping through this before you 
came,” Elaine said, holding up the bible. 
“Why that passage?” 


She shrugged. “It had come into my head. Here we 
are, near what may be the only pre flood ruin on Earth. 
It’s a world we know nothing about either, save that it 


was magnificent but evil at the same time.” 


She shook her head and stood up. “No Imaru there, 


either. Show me what you found.” 
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Men were created by God. Men fell into sin. Men 


were fruitful and multiplied over the earth. 


As they did, they came into contact with spirits. 
Spirits that had once been angels but who had also 


fallen. Spirits who envied and hated the race of men. 


So, the fallen angels embarked on a campaign of 
corruption. They possessed several vulnerable men so 
that they might procreate with women and produce sons 
and helpers. The Nephilim, these children, were just as 


wicked as the spirits possessing their sires. 


The Nephilim were taught about matter and energy, 
for the heavenly host knew all these things, having either 
witnessed it directly or were taught it by the higher 
orders. The Nephilim had brains different from ordinary 
humans, and could use the energy of their own thoughts 
and souls. That is, they could use the energy to affect 


the world around them. 
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To ordinary men, the Nephilim seemed to be 
magicians, if not gods. But they merely knew the great 
truth that neither matter nor energy could be created nor 
destroyed. It merely changed form, particularly when in 


motion. 


So ended the first inscription that had been 
translated. It seemed clear that, among other things, the 
history of this place would be told. While the tablets that 
contained Atlas’ name hadn’t yet been fully translated, it 
was only a matter of time before they knew the 


connection between the tablet and Elaine’s visions. 


“This account fits what | was reading,” Elaine told 
Ross, Hailey and Dressler. “The bible speaks of the 
Nephilim, an ancient race of men before the flood. Men 
who were offspring of ‘sons of God’ and ‘daughters of 
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men. 
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“Yes, what does that mean?” Hailey asked. “You 


seem to know a lot from your father.” 


“Well, some believe it means a good race of people 
mingling with a corrupt one. Others think it means fallen 


angels siring hybrid offspring with humans.” 


“That sounds really bizarre and farfetched,” Dressler 
interjected. “Still, if it’s true, could that be why old myths 
have stories about gods and men having demigods like 


Hercules and what not?” 


“If it’s true?” Ross echoed. “Don’t tell me you’re 


starting to believe.” 


“Don’t tell me you’re not,” Dressler countered, 
frowning. “Why else are we still here? Besides, there’s 
another reason. In a few days, we went from only 
knowing a few words to having a whole new legend 


unfolding. There’s an energy to this place, guiding us. | 


104 


can feel it. | know some of the others do too. Isn’t that 


right, sergeant?” 


Elaine nodded. “Yes, sir. | felt myself drawn to the 
biblical passage. So I could see the link. This is a story 
that wants to be told. Inana and Enki knew part of it. Mr. 


Zabel knew part of it. We're learning more of it.” 


They were all silent for a moment, taking it all in. 
The creation tablet, as they had nicknamed the first one 
they translated, corresponded to Elaine’s visions about 
the orders of angels witnessing the beginning of all 
things. Then this second tablet, detailed the early days of 
mankind after their fall from grace. It corresponded to 
the biblical Nephilim, and the implications were as 


frightening as they were fascinating. 


“The question is, where do we go from here?” 
Dressler asked, breaking the silence. “The Pentagon is 


getting impatient. On one hand, we can’t just leave all of 
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this. On the other hand, we also need to do something 
with the prisoners and backup soldiers. We don’t have 
enough provisions for everyone here, and there are other 


places that could use the extra soldiers.” 


“I take it you have a plan, colonel?” Ross asked, 


raising his eyebrow. 


“I do. We evacuate all but two squads, mine and 
Paxton’s. They are the ones with the most exposure to 
the tablets. Maybe then, we can keep up with the 
investigation until we determine whether it’s safe to turn 


over to civilian researchers.” 
“Sounds good,” Haley agreed. “By all means, do so.” 


Dressler nodded, and motioned for Elaine to follow. 
They left the officers and walked down the hall to the 


prison cells. General Al-ana was being confined in a cell 
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alone, to ensure he was making no plans with his 


subordinates. 


The guards saluted as Colonel Dressler knocked on 


the cell door. 


“General?” he called out. “We’re going to be moving 


you shortly.” 


There was no answer. Dressler frowned and knocked 


again. 
“General, do you hear me? Are you awake?” 


There was still no answer. Dressler cast a wary look 
at Elaine, and had the guard unlock the door. Elaine took 
out her sidearm and the guard raised his rifle. The two 


soldiers followed their commanding officer into the cell. 


Dressler swore and Elaine’s jaw dropped. The cell 
was well lit, with smooth walls, no window, and nothing in 


it save for a cot. There was no prisoner. 
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“What’s the meaning of this?” Dressler demanded of 


the hapless guard. 


“1...1...” the guard sputtered. “He was there when | 


delivered his lunch...uh...sir...” 


“Sound the alarm! We have an escape!” Dressler cut 


him off. 
XVI 


The guard ran out and the alarm sounded a second 
later. As Elaine went in and overturned the cot, she heard 
the clacking of her comrades’ boots on the hard floor. 
Dressler shouted orders to search the area, both in and 
out of the base. Elaine got on her knees and poked the 


floor. 


She couldn’t find any trace of any kind of passage or 
compartment. Nor did the missing general turn up in any 


other corridors. Elaine was ordered to stand at the open 
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door to the cell, for all the good that did, while a squad 


kept patrolling the halls. 


The other prisoners were all accounted for. Across 
the hall, she heard Ross yelling at one while Hailey tried 
to translate his colleague’s ferocious words. The other 
prisoner was yelling and sputtering back, and Elaine 
could already tell that the others would know nothing. To 
be fair, how could they? They had been kept under 


careful isolation. 


Once the base was secure, they were marched to the 
surrounding desert. As hummers patrolled the open area, 
Elaine, Nathan and a few others went back to the ruin in 


the northern pass. 


A couple of guards were stationed at the mouth of 
the pass. Elaine led the rest back to the ruin. As before, 


it was dark, cold and empty, save for rubble. 


109 


“If the general ran here, he’d be trapped,” Nathan 
observed. “The walls are too sheer to climb, and there’s 


no food or anything here.” 


“There is the underground fountain for water,” Elaine 
pointed out. “He could possibly hold up for a week or so 


until we gave up and then slip away.” 
“Pretty desperate.” 
“I’m sure he is.” 


They slowly made their way down the old stone steps 


to the underground cells. 


“None of this makes any sense,” Nathan complained. 


“How did he even escape anyway?” 


“No one can figure that out,” Elaine replied. “The 
video feed was shown to us, remember? One minute, Al- 
ana was sitting on his cot, then a flicker, and then he’s 


gone.” 
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“Like a movie,” Nathan grumbled. 


They reached the bottom of the stairs. The fountain 
continued to flow in the anteroom while the other rooms 
remained dark and silent. Room by room was searched 


and revealed nothing. 


The only thing that had changed was now the floors 
had somehow developed multiple sinkholes. There was 
at least one per room, two in some cases. They were 
each large enough for a grown man to lie down in, so 
they decided that the ground was unstable and unlikely 


to harbor the fugitive. 


“Unbelievable,” Ross said, not for the first time. He 
was Standing at the front entrance to the base, watching 
the remaining Iraqi prisoners being loaded into 


transports. Most of their own soldiers would be leaving 
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as well, to be assigned to the next lead in the search for 


hidden weapons. 


“Well, one good thing to come of the general’s 
escape,” Hailey offered. “We have a stronger reason for 


maintaining a presence here.” 


Ross didn’t answer until the caravan drove away. 
When the rest of their men assembled in front of them, 


Dressler stepped forward. 


“All right. Maintain patrol around the area. 


Beaumont, Paxton, give me your reports.” 


“Nothing in the ruin, sir,” Elaine said. “But the 
ground is collapsing. Several sinkholes are there all of a 


sudden.” 


“Hmm,” Dressler frowned, and walked back inside. 
Elaine and Nathan followed him into the office. Dressler 


punched in a few commands on the computer. 
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“Something?” Ross asked as he and Hailey came in 


and peered over the colonel’s shoulder. 


“Just checking the geological survey of the area,” 
Dressler told them. “The lower levels might not be stable 


enough to keep investigating.” 
“Let’s hope that’s not the case,” Ross said. 


“Zagros Mountains... largely limestone... little in the 


way of rare elements...except for under the ruin.” 


He pointed at the screen. “Look here. Very thin lines 
of copper and silver were discovered in the eighties by 
Iraqi geologists. Not enough to really mine, but deposited 


regularly throughout.” 


Very regularly, in fact. The picture on the monitor 
showed cave walls that looked like they had wires 
underneath. Only the ‘wires’ had been laid by nature, 


and not any electrician. 
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Still, they could find no records of collapsing caverns 
in recent memory. The ruin had stood intact for millennia. 
So, why the sinkholes? And why were they occurring in 


regular shapes and patterns? 
XVII 


With nothing else to go on, they were ordered to 
keep translating the tablets. Soon, the link between the 


inscriptions and Elaine’s visions emerged. 


When the Nephilim gained their sires’ knowledge, 
knowledge that gave them power over matter and 
energy, they realized that some substances conducted 
energy better than others. To this end, they built several 
buildings. Into the walls of their buildings, they used 
their minds to deposit copper and silver filaments into 


the very stone of the walls. 
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This made it easier to focus their power, particularly 
while they were inside. Their king, Imaru, held court in 
the largest tower, built into the mountains. Lesser men 
came to them for council, for healings and to see other 


wondrous signs. 


And the Nephilim in return had the other men bring 
them tribute. Food, livestock, or even their own children 
were brought. The Nephilim consumed all they could get. 
They ate and drank, but never grew fat or languid. They 
defiled men and women as they pleased, seeing them as 
mere things, but never grew sick. The years passed, and 
while lesser men lived longer in those days, they still 


died. 


The Nephilim, however, kept living. With their 
arcane knowledge, they could keep their bodies alive 


indefinitely. Their overturning of the natural order of the 


115 


world, their circumvention of the consequences of the 


Fall, became too great for heaven to ignore. 


Atlas led a group of angels to exorcise the demons 
from the Nephilim’s parents. Then Atlas went alone to 
the Nephilim’s king, Imaru. Against the advice of his 
fellows, Atlas believed that they could be preached to 


and persuaded to repentance. 


Imaru welcomed Atlas. At first, he seemed of like 
mind with the seraph. He denounced his vile parents and 


pledged to live a life pleasing to | AM. 


By subtle questions, Imaru discerned the other 
worlds’ existence from Atlas. He remodeled his palace in 
imitation of Calculon’s in the grey area. Supposedly, he 
did so to honor! AM. But in reality, he simply wanted to 
direct his voracious appetite to the other realms. Atlas 


was a fool, reader. 
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Such were the words of the next fully translated 
tablet. Elaine, Nathan, and the rest kept working and 
found that it indeed became easier to decipher further 
inscriptions. Moreover, their thoughts seemed directed 


more and more to the content they were reading. 


Another series of inscriptions described things that 
had only been recently described by their own scientists. 
Descriptions of the fundamental forces and particles of 


physics could be translated and learned. 


“And they knew these things without the benefits of 
modern technology,” Ross said as they were working ona 


particularly technical passage. 


“They had a direct communication with heaven,” 


Elaine said. “First their parents, and then Atlas.” 
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“They saw it all,” Nathan remarked. “Creation as it 
was happening. They knew what things were. And how 


they could be manipulated.” 
XVIII 


The seraph Atlas did reveal too much too quickly. In 
secret, Imaru built the Me’, a means of travelling between 
worlds. He travelled to the Inverted Kingdom and built a 
palace there. Then he travelled to the grey area, and the 


house of Calculon. 


For Calculon had become the angel of death after 
death entered the world. Calculon’s home had doorways 
to heaven and hell. With this place conquered, Imaru felt 
that all travel between realms would be his. Thus the 
Nephilim could never be removed from the earth. Thus 


all worlds would be theirs to consume forever and ever. 
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Imaru would have thrown down Calculon had not I 
AM Himself intervened. He drove Imaru back into the 
world, and smote the earth itself. The very continents 
were pushed under the water, just as the skies opened 


and released their waters. 


The lands sank under the flood. The Nephilim 
temples and cities crumbled, and with them, most of 


their power. They perished by the thousands. 


Imaru, in a panic, gathered the few dozen Nephilim 
in his palace. Down in the lower quarters, they sealed 
themselves into their own Me’ boxes and projected their 
spirits into the very walls and stones of the foundation. 
The flood came and smashed all but these lowest levels. 
The remnant of Imaru’s palace would be called the house 


of Enki. 


Oh yes, mortal reader. While trapped, we were 


aware of what went on around us. One day, ages later, a 
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man came and we saw that some of the ordinary men 
had survived. Yes, survived and repopulated the earth, 


although none of us were left. 


Enki set up his house and gathered followers who 
slowly relearned how to forge the elements. But they 
had to use fire and physical effort. They had no mental 
power to do so as we had. Our sires were right. 
Humanity is a pack of things. Animals who think they are 


more than they really are. 


“So that’s why the stones have the power that they 
do,” Elaine said when they had all read the inscription. 


“There are portions of the Nephilim within.” 
“| don’t like this, sir,” Nathan spoke up. 


“Nor |,” Dressler agreed. “This is devilry if I’ve ever 


seen it.” 
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He looked at the agents. “I think Al-ana was right 


after all. That place is better destroyed.” 


He stood. “I’m getting my men to take the 


explosives to the ruin.” 
“Colonel,” Ross began. 


“No, agent. | don’t care what knowledge there is. 


It’s too dangerous.” 


He looked at Elaine. “It’s already claimed lives and 


souls. I’m not risking my people.” 


Dressler led the two soldiers to their comrades. 
When the people in the break area saw their commanding 


officer, they snapped to attention. 


“Assemble the entire squad,” Dressler ordered. 
“We're loading up the explosives in the hummers. Then, 


we’re going to detonate the ruin.” 
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“Sir?” one asked, surprised. After all, they had 
prevented the Iraqis from doing that very thing. Now 


they were finishing the job themselves? 
“You heard me,” Dressler barked. “Move!” 


Ross and Hailey came out of the office. Ross 
sputtered, and Hailey looked helpless, but Dressler held 
firm. The soldiers began moving back and forth past 


them, getting the bombs and taking them outside. 


The hummers patrolling the area were flagged down 
and loaded. There were so many bombs, in fact, that the 
soldiers had to march behind. The vehicles couldn’t fit 
through the narrow pass; a caravan of horses would have 


had to go through single file. 


“Colonel, you’re interfering with an ongoing 
investigation,” Ross warned. “Do you want to be reported 


for obstructing justice?” 
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“There’s nothing here related to Saddam’s regime 


and you know it,” Dressler retorted. 


The hummers stopped at the entrance, and Elaine 


opened the door to the first one. 


“We'll have to carry them in,” Elaine said. She 
reached in and pulled out the first bomb. She handed it 
to the soldier nearest to her and reached in to get 
another. The men caught on and lined up to receive 


more. Nathan did the same with the second hummer. 


“Colonel, be reasonable,” Hailey said. “What about 
the historical value of this place? What about their 
knowledge? They had an understanding of the universe 


that...” 


“Got them killed,” Dressler interrupted. He 


addressed the soldiers. “Move out. Load everything into 
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the antechamber. Then we'll inspect the walls and see 


what the weakest points are.” 


They advanced through the narrow pass one by one. 
Nathan and Elaine exchanged wary glances at one 
another and their commander. Somehow, they felt 
watched, like something was going to attack when they 


least expected. Al-ana? Or something else? 


They craned their heads. It was late afternoon. No 
one peered down at them, nor did they expect anyone. 


That would be too obvious. 


The old stone facade faced them, silently defying the 
world as it had once defied God Himself. They crossed 
the threshold, still unchallenged. Dressler signaled for 
them to stash the bombs in the anterooms. Then they 


began to walk through the abandoned forges. 
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A low rumble began, deep in the heart of the 
mountain. It increased like an angry gurgle up the 


stairway and shook the forges like a giant coughing. 


Elaine staggered and the others cried out. The 
ground continued to shake and they drew back. A few 


rocks fell down and clattered loudly. 


“Get out! Get out!” Dressler ordered. He didn’t have 


to order twice. 


As they fled, the ground continued to shake. 
However, when the last soldier stepped outside, the 
tremors stopped. The assembled company looked back 
at the front of the ruin, once again silent, but now more 


foreboding. 


“They’re trying to stop us,” Elaine said, voicing what 


they all feared but deep down knew. 


“What do you mean?” Ross demanded. 
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“You really have to ask?” Dressler replied. 


XIX 


Back at the base, Ross paced restlessly around the 
main hanger. Dressler had held off on his rash plan of 
destroying the ruin. The earthquake had scared him off 


for now. 


He and Hailey were in the office, pouring through the 
Iraqi records, trying to find a history of tremors. 


Beaumont and Paxton were patrolling the area again. 


Ross, meanwhile, paced back and forth between the 
tables, perusing the tablets. They were all finding 
themselves more and more fluent in them. Such a 
bizarre but undeniable fact. Despite knowing nothing of 


cuneiform and little of ancient history, he found himself 
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reading him as if they were the ‘secret’ codes he had 


made and played with as a boy. 


He paused at a tablet at the table’s end. Then, he 
had to look a second time. He saw an inscription that he 


could have sworn he hadn't before. 


The humans, the things, are beneath us. They 
thought they could actually harm us. Yet I remain. |, 
Imaru, ruler of the Nephilim, | and my brothers. Our 
bodies are buried in the rooms at the base of the tower. 
Our spirits are within the very stone of our coffins. Our 


spirits move through the stone of our walls. 


ld 


We are trapped, but we are our own. One empty Me 
remained uncovered that could have been used to 
release us. Enki found it. Inana found it. But they 
destroyed it and didn’t return to the lower rooms where 


we lay. 
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We are trapped, but we are our own. l, Imaru, | 
declare we have the knowledge of all. Release us and be 


what the Apsu could never be. 


Ross knew then, what he must do. He went toa 
storage room off to the side. Then, he reemerged 
carrying a shovel. Looking around, he walked out into the 
night air. It was a full moon, and he could see the 
mountain pass clearly. Setting his jaw in determination, 
Ross walked in that direction. He would get the answers 
he sought himself. Before that fool Dressler worked up 


the courage to try and destroy the place again. 


Elaine and Nathan drove the hummer through the 
desert for the umpteenth time. Their headlights fell on a 
single figure, walking away from the base, almost to the 


mountain pass. They drove in that direction and Elaine 
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turned on the high beams as Nathan reached for the 


intercom. 
“Halt! Turn around slowly and identify yourself!” 


The figure looked over his shoulder without stopping. 
It was Agent Ross. He was holding not a weapon, but a 
Shovel. Elaine’s heart sank as she guessed the reason 


why. 


Ross ran into the pass. Nathan cried out and Elaine 
blared the horn, but he ignored them. She spun the 
vehicle around and sped back to the base. She then 


blared the horn again until Dressler and Hailey came out. 
“Sergeant, what...” Dressler began. 
“Ross is going back to the fortress,” Elaine said. 


She forgot to add ‘sir,’ but her superior overlooked it. 


With a curse, he climbed aboard with Hailey following. 
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Elaine gunned the hummer back to the pass and parked 


at the entrance. 


“That fool partner of yours is going to ruin 
everything, Hailey,” Dressler growled as they exited the 
hummer. Elaine and Nathan took their rifles, which were 
equipped with flashlights. Dressler had a sidearm and 


handcuffs. 


“I didn’t know anything about this, colonel,” Hailey 


protested. “Believe me.” 


They ran through the pass and reached the entrance 


to the ruin. 


“Ross!” Dressler called out. “We know you're in 


there! Come out or I’m putting you under arrest!” 
No answer came, and they all looked at each other. 


“Ross? It’s Hailey. Come on; don’t do something we'll 


all regret.” 
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Ross still didn’t answer. Dressler drew his gun and 
nodded. They slowly made their way inside; Elaine and 
Nathan waved their weapons to and fro using the lights to 


try and pick up on anything that may be waiting for them. 


The bombs were still where they had been left. 
Sweeping around, they illuminated the forges and the 


stairs down to the lower rooms. 


These were the private quarters of the Nephilim, 
according to the accounts they had translated. In the 
epic about Queen Inana, Enki had called them 


catacombs. 


Perhaps he had been right to call them that after all. 
Especially when they realized that the sinkholes did, in 


fact, resemble freshly dug graves. 
“He’ll be down there,” Elaine said quietly. 


“I think so too,” Nathan agreed. “Sir?” 
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“Lead the way, but be careful,” Dressler warned. 


“We don’t know for sure that Ross isn’t armed.” 


They obeyed and slowly descended the stairs. This 
time, no earthquake tried to stop them, but when the 
lights were passing ever the bottom, they noted that a 


large hole had opened up to the left of the bottom stair. 


They picked their way past the hole and stood in 
front of the fountain. In one of the rooms, they heard the 
shoveling of dirt and the grunting of a man exerting 


himself. 
“Ross!” Dressler yelled. “Stop!” 


They ran into the room. Ross was waist deep in the 
sinkhole, frantically shoveling dirt out. He looked up, and 


glared at them. 


“No, colonel,” he answered. “I can’t let you destroy 


this. Not when we're so close to the truth.” 
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Elaine and Nathan raised their weapons. 


“Will you kill me, even before you see it?” 


“What?” Hailey asked, in spite of himself. 


Ross stepped out of the hole. He backed away from 
the guns, but still held the shovel. Using this, he pointed 


into the hole. 


The others peered in. Ross hadn’t had to dig too 
deeply. Barely three feet had been unearthed to reveal a 
box. About the size and dimensions of a coffin, the lid 
was covered with symbols, formulas for the fundamental 
forces of the universe. Symbols describing how to travel 


between realms. 


It was a Me’, like the one that Inana had found in the 
epic. She had reportedly smashed it and made seven 
tablets from the lid. This one, however, was intact. 


Complete. 
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The Apsu queen was a pretender, Al-ana had said. 


These were the true Necromancers. 


Ross struck the shovel in the seam of the lid, hoping 
to pry it off. They shouted for him to stop, and Ross 
tossed the shovel at them. Elaine instinctively raised her 
gun to shield her face. Nathan, however batted it away 


with his weapon. 


Ross then jumped back in the hole, and wrestled with 
the lid. Nathan jumped in too, and tried to pull him away. 
Dressler and Hailey ran behind him, and pulled the agent 


out of the grave, but not before the lid slid off. 


A flash of light blazed between Nathan and Ross, 
making both stagger. Elaine cried out and pulled Nathan 
out while the others pinned Ross’ hands behind his back. 
Dressler managed to get the handcuffs on Ross. Then 


they looked at the open casket. 
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A well preserved skeleton stared back at them. 
Seven feet tall, and with a larger forehead than their own 
race, its empty eye sockets seemed to stare at them all 
across the gulf of time. A sense of oppression, of 


palpable evil, emitted from the skull’s face. 


“Get back!” Elaine called out. She raised her gun, 
and pointed it at the skeleton. Dressler and Hailey pulled 
Ross back while Nathan covered his ears. Elaine began 


firing into the hole. 


The bullets ripped through the bones and the stone 
covering around it. She waved her gun back and forth, 
trying to get as much as she could. More bullets flew, 
and the baleful skull splintered. The writings on the lid 
were broken and scratched out of existence. She didn’t 


stop until her round was empty. 
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Panting, she looked around at her comrades. Nathan 
Slowly took his hands off of his ears. Dressler and Hailey 


also stood, pulling up Ross with them. 
“You all right?”” she asked. 
Nathan nodded. “We're fine.” 
“Good work, sergeant,” Dressler told her. 
XX 


“I’m telling you, I’m all right, colonel,” Ross 


protested. 


They had returned to the base. Ross had been put in 
one of the cells until they were certain he was no longer a 
danger. Now, he was scowling at them through the 


window in the door. 


“| admit | got carried away. But that lifted once 


Beaumont opened fire. You’ve got to believe me!” 
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Dressler and Hailey didn’t, and walked back to the 
hanger where Nathan and Elaine were looking at the 


other tablets. 


“Look here, sir,” Nathan called out. “Don’t they look 


different?” 


They did. The writing on them had faded. It was as 


if some of the life had gone out of them. 


Perhaps it had. Inana and Enki had believed that the 
ancient writing itself had guided the reader to 
interpretation. But now, it would seem that there had 
been spirits within them that had been doing the guiding. 


Spirits that had taken control of Ross. 


“Let’s try to detonate these outside,” Hailey told 
them. “Then we can see how safe it will be to destroy the 


compound.” 
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“Agreed,” Dressler said. “Beaumont, Paxton, get 


some men and take these outside.” 


Dressler’s order was carried out and the tablets were 
taken to a place outside. Since all the bombs were still at 
the palace, Dressler had a few soldiers line up and shoot 


the tablets with their heaviest weapons. 


It would have looked like an execution of sorts to an 
outside observer. In a sense, it was. The tablets 
splintered and shattered beyond recognition. And they all 
did feel more at ease. Even with Ross’ mental and 
Spiritual state up in the air, the night somehow seemed 


less oppressive once they were finished. 


“Good,” Dressler said. “Tomorrow, we'll finish the 


work of the site. Then this ordeal will be over.” 
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Next morning, while a few were left behind to guard 
the base, Dressler led his unit to Imaru’s palace. They 
began work right away, setting explosives along the 
walls. From the anteroom to the forges to the cells down 
below, instruments of destruction, or of cleansing, lined 


every wall. 


“Nathan?” Elaine asked, looking around. She had 
just installed a bomb near the base of the stairs. Given 
the hole that had opened up on the stairs’ other side, 
they figured that this would be a weak part of the 


structure. 


Elaine heard mumbling in the next room. She walked 


in, and saw Nathan kneeling by Imaru’s grave. 
“Nathan? What are you doing?” she asked. 
He slowly looked up. “Saying a prayer,” he replied. 
“Okay. Why?” 
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He shrugged and stood. “Seemed like the right thing 


to do.” 


“Let’s get going. We need to rejoin the others before 


we detonate.” 
“I’m sure the things are fine.” 


She had been turning to go when she heard this. 


Things. He had called them things. 
“What did you say?” 
“Everything’s fine.” 


“No. That wasn’t what you said.” She looked at him 
in the face. Into his eyes. She tried to see what he was 


thinking, what was going on behind those eyes. 


Nathan’s blue gaze returned hers. Yet she still felt 
this nagging doubt, this sense of things being off. Since 


they had destroyed the tablets back at the base, she had 
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been feeling better. Now, back in the palace, the feeling 


of evil oppression had returned. 
“Who are you?” she asked quietly. 


Nathan sputtered in mingled surprise and 


amusement. 
“What? I’m Nathan Paxton. Who else?” 
“Liar.” 


Elaine reached into her belt and pulled out a knife. 
She didn’t have her gun with her. None of them did. 


Still... 
“You said the things are all right.” 


“Well...yes. | meant the bombs. What we've been... 


“Stop it. You meant us. You called us things. Like 


the Nephilim called us. l'Il ask again. Who are you?” 
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He smiled a thin and haughty smile. It was an 
expression that she’d never seen on her friend’s face 


before. “What name would you prefer?” 


He closed the gap between them in a single step. 
Before she even knew what she was doing, Elaine 
Stabbed him. Nathan looked down. She stepped back, 
leaving the weapon in his side. While blood oozed around 
her blade, he didn’t seem hurt. Instead, he started 
laughing. Genuinely amused at first, but then the 


laughter took a sinister edge. 


Elaine turned to run back up the stairs. This wasn’t 
Nathan. While Imaru may have been influencing Ross to 
uncover him, he hadn't possessed the secret agent after 


all. 


Nathan’s arm shot out and he grabbed Elaine’s. 


Twisting her around, he flung her aside with an unnatural 
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strength. She felt the ground under her feet go away and 


found herself falling into the pit by the stairs. 


It went down several feet, and was sheer. Elaine hit 
on her side, and heard a crunch. She screamed as pain 


Shot up her side. 


Up above, she heard the mumbling begin again, this 
time louder. Imaru was chanting some unholy 


incantation, and the ground began to rumble again. 
“Paxton? Beaumont? You down there?” 


One of their comrades was shouting from the top of 
the stairs. She couldn’t see what was going on above, 
but she could hear. There were pushing sounds, like 
earth being moved. Then she heard thudding of stone on 
stone. Footsteps greeted her ears next; the soldier 


screamed and ran away. 
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Faces peered over the top of the hole at her. One 
was Nathan, Imaru within. The others were almost 
indescribable. Skeletal faces with sunken eyes and thin 
Skin. As they looked at her, though, they seemed to grow 
healthier and ruddier. It was almost like watching bones 
growing into the living. Like the valley of dry bones in the 


prophets, if that act came from hell instead of heaven. 


Then the faces were gone. The clattering of their 
feet signaled their ascension to the higher levels. The 
ground shook again, and more stones fell from the 
ceiling. They struck Elaine, adding to her already 
considerable pain. Then, she felt the world growing dark 
around her. She sank to the ground as the pelting of 


stones resumed. 


XXI 
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Ross looked up as the lock on his cell door clicked. He 
looked up to see Dressler and Hailey there. Hailey hada 


gun in each hand, but tossed one to his partner. 


“I don’t know if | owe you an apology or not,” 
Dressler said. “But right now we need all the shooters we 


can get.” 


Ross stood and followed them out of the cell block. 


“What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked. 
“They're coming,” Hailey said. 


They left the hanger and went outside. A fog had 
rolled in, and the morning felt cold and damp, especially 
for this part of the world. All the soldiers were there too, 
except for Beaumont and Paxton. Everyone was armed 
and tensed up, ready for battle. Moreover, the sense of 
fear Ross got from them all seemed out of proportion to 


the situation. 
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After all, hadn’t they already determined that no 
hostiles were in the area? True, Al-ana had disappeared 
but he was only one man. He no longer posed a threat. 
As for the idea that the Nephilim had left anything more 


than their knowledge, surely that was just... 


A line of figures began to emerge from the mist. 
While the mountain couldn’t be seen through the fog, he 
knew the direction. To his surprise, he saw that one of 


them was Nathan Paxton. 


On either side of him were larger figures. Seven feet 
tall, large heads and dressed in strange clothing, these 


people looked at the base and laughed terrible laughter. 


“Open fire!” Dressler shouted. Ross joined the 
soldiers and they pelted the Nephilim with bullets. To 
their surprise, they began to fall. For while larger, they 
were still essentially human. Perhaps they could stop 


death, but surely they couldn’t stop being actively killed. 
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They kept advancing, even as their fellows dropped 
onto the desert floor behind them. While some hesitated 
to shoot their comrade, Paxton, Dressler aimed a bullet at 


his head and fired. 


“He’s been possessed by Imaru,” Dressler told Ross 


quickly. “I’m sorry for that, but | can’t help him.” 
“Look!” Hailey yelled. 


The Nephilim who had been shot down stood back 
up. As the Americans watched, the wounds on their 
bodies closed back up. In seconds, it looked as if they 


had never been wounded or killed in the first place. 


The Nephilim had understood matter and energy 
better than modern humans did, even though they had 
lacked technology. They could use their mental energy to 
manipulate it, even to the point of tampering with life. Or 


tampering with death. 
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“This isn’t happening!” a soldier near Ross 


whimpered. “This isn’t happening!” 


“Keep firing soldier!” Dressler snapped. The colonel 
knew it would be all he could do to prevent their 
panicking. He was making a valiant effort not to panic 


himself. 


Even Nathan Paxton’s body rose from the ground, the 


hole in his head closing. 
“Poor things,” he mocked. “Poor little things.” 


They all opened fire again, even as they recognized 


the uselessness of it all. 
XXII 


“Elaine Beaumont.” 
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Elaine slowly raised her head, and winced. She was 
lying on her side, half buried in rocks, and aching all over. 


The sharp pain had made her temporarily pass out 
“Elaine Beaumont. Awaken.” 


She craned her head, and looked to her side. There, 


in the bottom of the hole with her was Malak Al-ana. 
“You...” she began. 


“Yes. |. You are probably wondering why I’m here. 


The real question to ask is why either of us is here.” 


Al-ana sighed and looked up at the top of the hole. 
“Because we both refuse help. Because we always have 
to fix things alone. But now, | need your help, and you 


need mine.” 


He looked at her again. “The question is, will you 


trust me?” 
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Elaine tried to move, but was stuck. Too many rocks 
were piled on her. She struggled and tried to pull herself 
out from under the rocks, but they were too heavy. Every 


time she made a move, her pain only increased. 


Al-ana, meanwhile, watched her, his face unreadable. 
He neither moved forward nor retreated, although where 
he would go, she knew not. There were no further 
tunnels or crevices that she could see in the hole. How 


he even got here, she couldn't say. 


They were alone. She considered crying out again, 
but knew it would be no use. Even the Nephilim were 
gone now. Elaine struggled a little more, and finally gave 
up. 

“All right,” she gasped. “You win. Just help me, 


please.” 
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Al-ana nodded. “I knew you had compassion and 
courage, Elaine Beaumont. | knew from your interaction 


with the family.” 
He didn’t say ‘my family.’ 
“Now I see you have the willingness to ask for help.” 


He stepped forward and extended his hand. “So, too, 


| ask for yours.” 


She reached out, and Al-ana pulled her from the 
rubble. She felt no pain; it was as if he had merely pulled 
her out from under a pile of linen. She blinked, and saw 
that not only was she standing, but was out of the pit. 
Instead, she was in front of the fountain once more. 
Furthermore, her leg was no longer broken, and she 


couldn’t even see any bruises on her body. 
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“How...” Elaine began. Then she looked upon Al-ana. 
The man was gone. Instead, a large being of light stood. 


Three sets of wings completed the view. 
“Atlas.” 


She didn’t have to say it, but couldn’t help herself. 
There was no Al-ana. There never had been. Her knees 
weakened and she felt herself falling down. Atlas steadied 


her and resumed a human form. 


“| have been watching you for a long time,” he told 


her. “And testing you.” 
“Your wife and child?” 


“Other angels. They have been in the country for 
years. As have |. We have been waiting for a moment 


where this place can be destroyed.” 


“| don’t understand. Why couldn’t you destroy it long 
ago?” 
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“Do you not remember the epic? Inana captured 
Calculon using a portion of the Nephilim’s power. Imaru, 
using the stones of his palace to enhance his own 
strength, would capture me before | had a chance to 
fight.” 

He looked around the place and sighed once more. 


“There is one more thing you must see.” 


Elaine blinked and suddenly they were someplace 
else. A large circular room had two doors standing at one 
end. At the other end was a long doorway leading to a 
dark gray landscape. In the middle was a spherical 
object. Standing next to it was a nondescript man in 


gray. He looked at them, and nodded. 


“Atlas. You have come.” 


“Yes, Calculon. At last, my penance can end.” 
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Calculon. Death. Elaine knew he was a cherub from 
the visions. Fortunately he was appearing to her ina 


humbler form so that she wouldn’t be overwhelmed. 


Atlas led her to the spherical object. She saw it was 
a three dimensional model of creation, just as the tablets 
in Imaru’s palace was a flat drawing of the same. The 
universe, however, wasn’t one level like in the other 
depiction. Instead, it was several circles pressing on each 
other, almost like a bundle of balloons being held in one’s 
hand. Each one of these was a universe, and each ‘end’ 
of it touched the grey area, with the Inverted Kingdom 
and hell at the center. Heaven and the garden wrapped 
around all this like two layers of plastic wrap covering a 


balloon cluster. 


It made her head hurt to even try and look upon it. 
Atlas directed Elaine’s attention to one of the universes. 
Her own. 
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The flood came and smashed most of the Nephilim’s 
structures. Even the top of Ilmaru’s palace was shattered 
in the cataclysm. Without their creations enhancing their 
power, the Nephilim could now be killed. Indeed, most of 
them did drown with the other humans not protected by 


the ark. 


Imaru hid in his palace with a few followers. A Me’ 
was left unburied in case anyone came to the palace. 
Much later, Enki and Inana came and found it. Inana 
captured Death, and when her own downfall came, tried 
to send one of the spirits under her control back into time 


to undo her defeat. 


But time couldn’t be changed without causing a time 
paradox. So all that happened was that matter and 
energy begun to rearrange. | AM himself directed it to 


keep the chaos under control. New universes emerged, 
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both a universe parallel to the first one, and universes 


that had nothing in common with theirs. 


“Atlas, you should have never given the world that 
which it cannot know,” | AM told Atlas, sternly. “Why did 
you deceive yourself, and think Imaru would not misuse 


it? Now this latter day has seen a disruption of time.” 


“I have sinned, of my Lord,” Atlas answered, bowing 
lowly. “I didn’t listen to the advice of my fellows. I didn’t 
listen to your instructions. | am a fool, a pride filled full. 


Please, please forgive me!” 


I AM softened somewhat, though he was still angry. 
“Out of folly and sin, | can yet bring forth good. Other 
worlds, and their lives come forth, and I will make them 


as | made the original.” 


So it was. Other realms were born, aged and died. 


Good and evil beings came to be. In the parallel world’s 
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house of Enki, and in the Inverted Kingdom, the souls 


there rose up and were defeated. 


“Your sin, Atlas, must be atoned for. You must 
remain in the world until Imaru can be defeated. Only 


then may you reenter heaven.” 


It’s my fault,” Atlas said, calling Elaine’s attention 
away from the object and its revelations of time and 
Space. She looked at him, and saw tears running down 


his face. 


“Imaru, Inana, the sundering of reality. All of it. | 
have wondered the earth for millennia. Trying to figure 
out a way to overthrow him. Only in recent years, with 
the newer weapons of war, did destroying the palace 


seem possible.” 
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“You were able to take some of the stones out,” 


Elaine remembered. “The ones we translated.” 


“Not I. The people under my command when | 
became Malak Al-ana. | considered the possibility of 
destroying it piece by piece. But even that seemed too 


risky, so | made sure not to touch them myself.” 


“But now, the Nephilim have awakened. And left the 
palace,” Calculon said. “Now while they are attacking 


your comrades, we may be able to destroy the palace.” 
“The bombs.” 


“Yes. With the stones gone, most of their power will 
also be shattered. Then they can be killed and Calculon 


can take them from the world at last,” Atlas told her. 
Elaine nodded slowly. “What must | do?” 


XXIII 
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She found herself back in the catacombs. Calculon 
and the grey area had disappeared and it was just her 


and Atlas once more. 


She saw, not surprisingly, that each sinkhole had an 
open casket in it. Just like the one from whence Imaru 
had emerged. Atlas walked over to where a bomb was 


and put it down in the casket. 


“These are the most critical parts to destroy,” he told 
her. “Along with the marked walls. The symbols are their 


source of strength.” 


Elaine nodded, and helped the seraph transfer an 
explosive to each Me’ box. When they were finished, 
most of the bombs were in the catacombs. Still, that 
Should be enough to take out the upper levels too. So 


she hoped. 
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One by one, they set the timer for each device. Then 
they climbed the stairs, went past the forges and found 
themselves in the anteroom again. They both looked 
around one last time at the place, the last remnant of a 


vanished world. 


Elaine did feel a momentary pang of regret that it 
would soon be no more. In spite of everything, it had 
been an incredible world. Even without the trappings of 
her modern one, Elaine knew it had knowledge and 
achievements they would never have. But evil can 
corrupt the noblest gifts. The more wonderful before 
corruption, the more horrific something became after 


corruption. 


It had to be done. So woman and seraph exited the 
Nephilim palace. They walked in silence out through the 


narrow mountain pass. 
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After reaching the desert beyond the mountains, 
Elaine heard and saw a battle waging at the Iraqi base. 
Her comrades were trying to gun down the Nephilim, but 
only seemed to be slowing them down. Every time 
Nephilim were hit, they would stagger and then keep 
moving forward. Every inflicted wound would close and 


disappear. 


Atlas grabbed her suddenly, crushing her to him. 
Elaine cried out in surprise until she found out the reason. 
He put his hands over her ears as a deafening explosion 
ripped through the mountains. The shockwave would 
have flattened her if the seraph hadn’t been holding on to 
her. As it was, the ground shook violently, and even 


some of the Nephilim were knocked down. 


The Nephilim who managed to stay on their feet still 


staggered and howled in pain. For the source of their 
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powers was no more. Much of their unholy strength was 


already beginning to drain from them. 


The soldiers seemed to sense this. With renewed 
boldness, they gave a shout and ran forward, using their 
remaining ammunition to press their advantage. One by 
one, Nephilim fell, and this time, didn’t heal. On the 
contrary, when they fell, their dead bodies began to 


crumble, breaking into dust and blowing away. 


Imaru still lived, inhabiting the body of Nathan. He 
looked upon Atlas and Elaine with complete fury and 
hate. With a gesture, he caused shadows to rise from the 


piles of dust. 
“You will not stop my return, Atlas,” he growled. 


The spirits of his fellow Nephilim swirled around the 
humans. Elaine’s eyes widened as she remembered 


another part of the epic. The spirits of the dead were 
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said to draw life from the living. Draining away health 
and energy, inducing sickness and death; it was an 
inevitable consequence of a spirit encountering vitality. It 
wouldn’t even have to intend to, just as electricity 


couldn’t help being conducted by metal. 


The Nephilim, however, had every intention of 
draining the humans. To them, Elaine and her comrades 


were things, no different and no better than animals. Or 
prey. 


Elaine coughed and felt her throat and pharynx 
clogging up. Her head swam and she simultaneously felt 
drunk, sick and fatigued. In addition, she felt a slow 


feeling of despair come upon her. 


The Nephilim had had the world at their feet once. 
Even God had been unable to stop them without also 
breaking the world in the process. And even then, they 


had survived. What chance did they, mere things, have? 
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“No,” Elaine whispered. “These are your thoughts. 


” 
! 


Your lies. Nathan? Nathan! Help me Nathan 
Imaru laughed. “You think to reach him, Elaine?” 


He frowned. He had called her by her name, and not 


‘thing’. Why had he done that? 


Atlas, meanwhile, couldn’t be made ill by the spirits 
of the Nephilim. He was, however, moving stiffly, as 
though an invisible force were restraining him. Even 
without their power base, they were still trying to restrain 


him and kill the humans. 
“Atlas,” Imaru said. “You can’t help...” 
He paused and looked at Elaine. “Help...” 


“Nathan, you're still in there,” Elaine said. She 
coughed and she shook her head. “Nathan, help us. 


Fight back!” 
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Imaru’s face contorted. No, not Imaru’s face. It was 


Nathan still. Imaru had stolen him. 


“You don’t have to face this alone,” Elaine said 


gently. 


He arched his head back and screamed. Behind him, 
Elaine noted something else happening. The other spirits 
were disappearing one by one. Another shape would 
appear by one of the Nephilim ghosts, grab it, and then 


disappear. 


As the Nephilim dwindled, the humans’ strength 
returned. Atlas seemed to break free, and the shape that 
had been pulling the Nephilim out of the world appeared 


beside him. Elaine saw that it was Calculon. 


The two of them began to glow, and changed into 


their angelic forms. The humans gaped in wonder and 
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horror at this. Nathan’s body fell to the ground and 


convulsed as Imaru tried desperately to hold on. 


Seraph and cherub raised their hands. An unseen 
shockwave flattened them all. A shadow flew out of 
Nathan, and a noise like shattered glass sounded in their 
ears. Darkness flew out of the shadow and faded away. 


The shadow grew smaller and dimmer. 
“Goodbye, Imaru,” Atlas told it. 


Calculon, still in cherub form, flew towards the 
shattered soul. He tackled it and they wrestled for a 
moment. The Angel of Death pinned down the last 


Nephilim and both disappeared. 


“Goodbye,” Atlas repeated grimly. He bowed his 
head and vanished also. Slowly, men and women stood, 


dazed, alone, but unhurt. 


166 


“Nathan?” Elaine walked up to his slumped over 
form. Kneeling down, she gently shook him. He was 


breathing, and slowly opened his eyes. 
“Nathan?” she repeated. 
“Elaine? What happen...oh... oh God...” 


He broke off and squeezed his eyes shut. His body 


trembled and he seemed to be fighting back tears. 
“It’s all right,” she said, hugging him. “It’s all right.” 


She looked around. Others also looked to be in 
severe distress. She knew that the things they had all 
experienced would stay with them forever. Each and 
every one of them would never forget that which they 


could never reveal to the world. Still... 


“You don’t have to face things alone,” she whispered 


to him. 
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He opened his eyes again. She nodded, and kissed 


him. 
“Elaine...” Nathan began. 
She looked at him. 
“Did you actually stab me?” 


She laughed. In spite of everything, she still had 
laughter in her. As she held Nathan, Dressler turned to 


the secret agents. “Well, what now?” he asked. 


Ross bit his lip. “Like | told you before,” he reminded 
Dressler. “I don’t believe in zombies, angels or parallel 


dimensions.” 
Epilogue 


The caravan of hummers left the base for the last 


time early next morning. After scrubbing the computers 
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and ensuring that no other artifacts remained, Ross 


began his official report. 


Project Apsu, named after an obscure archeological 
site, was a base near the Zagros Mountains built by the 
Iraqi government in the 1980’s war with Iran. Its function 
had been to guard the mountains against any attempts to 
sneak in or out of the country by Iranian forces. No 
weapons of mass destruction were located. Its 
commander, Malak Al-ana is missing and unaccounted 
for. After a thorough search of the mountain pass, no 


hidden pathways were discovered either. 


So went the official report. The real story, of course, 
must never be made known. Elaine had spent the better 
part of the night in prayer. Not only did she thank God for 
His deliverance but also that none of her comrades would 


succumb to PTSD or out and out madness. They had 
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played a part in saving the world from one of its oldest 


enemies. Yet no one must ever know. 


A mist had gathered, obscuring the base and 
mountains behind them. They had to drive slowly as the 
road ahead seemed both unclear and uncertain. Elaine 
drove one of the hummers herself, and Nathan sat beside 


her. 


“Hey, do you see something?” he asked, pointing off 


to the side. 


Elaine squinted into the mists but couldn’t. She 
shook her head. “It’s only mist,” she told him. “Only 


mist.” 


As the caravan drove away, they were watched by a 


seraph and cherub in human form. 
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